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To my wife, Beverley, who, after more than a quarter century of living with the Res Britannica, has mixed feelings about cleaning out the vaults and moving on to other fields…


Roman Names

It was an anomaly of Roman society that the names given to children appear to us today to be relatively unimportant, but it is true that many children were named simply according to the order of their birth. The first three or four sons of a family might be called Gaius or Caius, Marcus or Paulus, but the fifth son was likely to be Quintus, which means fifth, and thereafter, in large families, would come Sextus and Septimus or Septimius (sixth and seventh) and so on. Octavius Caesar, who would name himself Caesar Augustus, was the eighth son of his parents.

Roman place-names give us problems today, too, because they are Latin names and the modern cities that have replaced the Roman originals all have different names. For the sake of authenticity in a story like this, however, it would be jarring and unnatural to use the modern names, and so I have supplied a list (below) of the most important place-names in this story, along with their modern equivalents. The most obvious and enlightening example of this usage is the Roman fort at Lutetia in Gaul. It was originally built during the Gallic Wars of Julius Caesar, and its sole purpose, situated as it was on a critical river ford, was to keep a lid on the warlike activities of the local tribesmen, a clan called the Parisii. That fort, Lutetia, has since grown to become the city of Paris.



	Roman Name
	    Modern Name    



	 
	 

   

	Aquae Sulis
	Bath



	Autessiodurum
	Auxerre



	Carcasso
	Carcassonne



	Cenabum
	Orleans



	Dubris
	Dover 



	Genava
	Geneva 



	Gesoriacum
	Boulogne



	Glevum
	Gloucester 



	Londinium
	London 



	Lugdunum
	Lyons



	Lutetia
	Paris



	Massilia
	Marseille



	Treves
	Troyes



	Verulamium
	St Albans 




And finally, a word about the kind of horse-troopers who remained in Roman Gaul after the legions had departed. Roman cavalry units were traditionally organized into turmae (squadrons) and alae (battalions). There were thirty to forty men in a turma (the singular form of turmae) and the strength of the alae ranged anywhere from sixteen to twenty-four turmae, which meant that a cavalry battalion could number between 480 and 960 men. The contus, a substantial, two-handed cavalry spear, was the weapon of many heavy cavalry turmae and those troops were known, in turn, as contus cavalry.


Chapter One

1

‘Chariots.’

The word apparently made no impression on the man to whom I had spoken, so I said it again, raising my voice slightly, despite the absolute silence, to make sure that he could hear me. Again, however, he chose to ignore me, his attention focused on the layer of whiteness that ended at the threshold of the cave that sheltered us. It had started snowing early that afternoon, tiny, individual flakes blown on a chill wind, their appearance unsurprising beside the sudden, harsh reality of the drop in temperature and the wind’s strengthening bluster. But the snowfall had increased steadily ever since, so that now, a mere two hours later, the entire world had turned white, and the leaden clouds overhead were already leaching the light from the day, creating a premature dusk.

‘What about them?’ It was a dismissive response, and he kept right on talking, ignoring his own question, as though by merely acknowledging my reference he had dealt with the chariots in full. ‘This snow does not appear to be passing us by, my friend. It looks as though we might have to bring the horses inside. We could be here for the night.’ Arthur Pendragon, nominal High King of All Britain, squinted at me in the darkness of the cave with snow-dazzled eyes. ‘That means we will have smelly lodgings, but well sheltered, and at least their body heat should stave off the worst of the chills, in the absence of firewood.’ Stooping to avoid banging his high, crested helmet against the low ceiling, he moved inside to where I sat with my back securely in a corner of the wall. He placed his long, sheathed sword carefully against an outcrop in the cave wall where it would not fall and then nudged my outstretched foot with his toe. ‘Move over, unless you want the entire floor for yourself.’

I made room for him, and he eased himself down beside me, then bent forward awkwardly, tugged the heavy war helmet from his head and placed it on the floor between his upraised knees. That done, he sighed and leaned back, scrubbing at his short-cropped hair with the palms of both hands before turning to peer more carefully into the depths of the cave that sheltered us, his dark, yellow-flecked eyes narrowing in concentration as he tried to penetrate the gloom back there. He was two and twenty that year, but looked older than he actually was, his face lined prematurely with the strains of leadership, and somehow, in spite of our relationship as High King and Frankish Outlander, he had become my dearest friend in the four years that had passed since my arrival in Britain at the age of sixteen.

‘It’s dark back there,’ he grunted, and I did not contradict him, for I already knew the cave was both long and deep. We were seated in the day-lit area before the cave swung to the right, about five paces in from the entrance. Beyond where we were sitting, the darkness became absolute. Across from us, the corresponding angle in the wall was sharper, a knife-edged projection of stone jutting outward to form a flat-sided baffle that concealed the widening of the cave from anyone looking in from outside.

Past the corner formed by the flat-edged rock, the place widened to become more of a cavern than a simple cave, although it was pitch-dark back there. I knew from my first casual exploration that the roof was high enough to permit a tall man to stand upright, because I had done so and been able to stretch my hands above my head. I also knew there was a well-used fire pit in the middle of a spacious floor, because I had blundered into it, falling forward onto my hands and coming perilously close to twisting my ankle. One outthrust hand had landed on a smooth fire stone, and after I straightened up I had lobbed it into whatever lay in the darkness ahead of me. The pause that followed, and then the sounds as the stone struck the wall and fell to the floor, told me that there was more than sufficient space for men and horses beyond the limits of my vision.

Arthur turned back to me in the fading afternoon light. ‘It’s not exactly a bedchamber in Camulod, is it?’

‘It’s dry,’ I responded, ‘and it’s large. There’s a fire pit, too, so it’ll warm up, once we drag some dead wood up here.’

His face wrinkled into his familiar half smile. ‘Up here from where? And did I hear you say “we”? Are you suggesting that the chosen Riothamus of Britain should go out foraging for dead wood? That he should slide and slither down a mountain in a snowstorm and then fight his way back up again, dragging a tree trunk like a common charcoal burner? Is that what you are trying to tell me?’

‘No, not at all, Seur King.’ I wrapped my cloak around me more securely, shutting out the chilly draft that was gnawing at my legs.

‘What is that?’

‘What is what?’

‘That word … that expression you use when you address me as king. You could be calling me nasty names, for all I know.’

I thought hard, wondering what in the world he was talking about, and then I laughed. ‘Oh, you mean Seur!’

‘That’s it. What does it mean?’

‘Nothing dire, rest assured. It is a term we use at home in Gaul. A term of respect used in addressing a superior, as in Seur King, or Seur Something-else. That’s all. And sometimes we use it as a personal gesture of honour, when we are dealing with someone who has no royal rank, but who is otherwise admired as a clever or a noble man. Like Merlyn, for example. I might call him Seur Merlyn in speaking to him, or perhaps even Seur Caius.’

‘Aye, very well. Now, what were you saying, before I interrupted you? You had made some kind of unacceptable suggestion … a hint, if I remember correctly, that I might think seriously about toiling like a common charcoal burner.’

I shrugged. ‘I was suggesting nothing, other than that you should, perhaps, think in terms of fuel, rather than of firewood, and that there are large amounts of it down below us, quite easily accessible. We could take our horses down with us and let them pull the load up – the snow’s not deep.’

‘Not yet, but give it time.’

‘Hmm. No need. It will take all the time it needs and wants, Seur King, heedless of whether or not we choose to give it any. Most important of all in this discussion, however, is the self-evident truth that I, as a loyal retainer and faithful companion, might well go down there alone, as you propose, and do what needs must be done. But the storm is worsening, as you say, and I might only be able to make one passage. Thus, it seems to me that if you would prefer your kingly arse to stay warm all night long, instead of having it freeze to the bones in the darkest hours, you might consider it worthwhile, for once in your life of slothful privilege, to set aside your dignitas and concern yourself with simple comfort and survival.’

‘You mean I should come with you – share the labour – work like a common clod?’

‘Did I say that? Aye, I suppose I did. But think of it as sharing the warmth afterwards, rather than the labour beforehand.’

‘Put like that, I admit the notion does have a certain logic to it.’ He scratched his chin. ‘Slothful privilege. You know, you’re the only man in Britain who would dare say such a thing to me, in such a way.’

I could no longer keep my face straight and grinned at him. ‘Aye, I know. You keep telling me so. But that, as you are always pointing out, is because I’m nothing but a foreigner, lacking the proper awe of your status and stature.’

‘Status and stature? Both in one breath? That’s clever, Clothar, that’s very good. You always manage to redeem yourself just short of the executioner’s sword.’ He glanced again towards the back-lit entrance and its curtain of swirling snow. ‘Damnation, I swear it’s getting worse. Even God has no respect for my situation here.’ He sighed dramatically. ‘Well, I suppose we had better go and see to it. No point in sitting here idling while things worsen. Come on, then, up you get.’ He rose quickly to his feet, giving the lie to his earlier act of weariness, and held out his hand to pull me up.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked then, all traces of levity gone as he leaned forward to peer closely into my eyes. I had had a deep-seated headache earlier in the day, probably caused by over-tiredness born of little sleep in the previous three nights, but it had abated steadily as we travelled and now my head was clear. I reached down for our helmets and clutched my own under one arm as I held the King’s out to him.

‘I’m fine now. But I’ll feel better when I’m warmer.’

Our horses were ground-tethered just outside the cave, still saddled. We brushed the melting snow off our saddles and remounted, then made our way down the slope to the wooded area at the bottom.

Within an hour we were back inside the cave and had a healthy fire crackling between us, its light sending shadows dancing high on the vaulted ceilings at the very rear of what had turned out to be a huge and ancient cavern. I was conscious of the melted snow steaming gently around the periphery of the fire pit. It was snowing harder than ever outside now, the swirling flakes agitated by a keen, biting wind that had sprung up just as we put our horses to the upwards slope of the hillside. Each animal had dragged up a large, rope-tethered bundle of dead branches, and we had scampered uphill beside them, clutching their bridles and slipping and sliding on the treacherous slope.

Once back at the cave, our first concern had been to light a fire, and I had spent some time attending to that, working carefully in a corner far from the gusting winds, plying flint and steel against dried moss and wood shavings until we had a flame that would not go out. As soon as we were sure we could leave the fire to burn safely on its own, even though it was not yet as alive as it ought to be, we off-saddled and led our animals into the rear of the cave, where we rubbed them down and left them with their nosebags on, contentedly chewing on a double handful of oats apiece while we busied ourselves in the main cabin, seeing to our own comfort. Arthur wielded my battle-axe expertly, chopping our hard-won fuel into manageable pieces while I laid kindling for a second fire, this time in the shallow pit inside the cave that had been well used for the same purpose frequently in the past. I then carried the live coals from the first fire, over in the sheltered corner, to ignite the main one. The wood we had found was dry and well seasoned, so it burned almost without smoke, and the little smoke that there was drifted straight up and disappeared into some kind of natural flue in the overhead rock.

Warm and reasonably comfortable now that our work was done, we sat with our saddles bracing our backs, eating cold rations together in companionable silence, aware, because we had checked carefully to be certain of it, that no hint of our fire could be detected from the darkness outside the cave.

I could tell from the expression on Arthur’s face that something was troubling him and I knew him well enough by now to know, too, that whatever it was, it was far from being a casual, passing annoyance. I said nothing, however, knowing from four years of close friendship with the man that he would speak when he was ready.

Finally he sniffed and folded the remains of his meal into a square of cloth before stuffing it back into the leather scrip at his waist.

‘Chariots, you said. What about them?’

I knew better than to comment on the fact that more than an hour had elapsed since I last mentioned them. ‘I’ve never seen a war chariot before. Thought they were used only by the ancients. But I counted nigh on a score of them out there this morning, and they’re impressive, dangerous-looking things. Where would Horsa’s Danes have found such things here?’

‘Here?’ Arthur’s lips turned down in doubt. ‘They might not have. I’ve never seen any here. They probably brought them over with them when they came.’ He picked up a heavy section of branch and thrust it deep into the flames. ‘They break down easily enough for shipping, despite the solid look of them. Wheels and axles come apart and are easily stowed, and the bodies are no more than strips of hammered leather, woven over sturdy frames. They’ll stack one atop the other. Those Danes riding in them today could have brought the things over years ago – no telling when – and the horses could have been stolen from anywhere. These great Roman roads of ours have reversed the wheels of time, providing causeways to permit our enemies nowadays to put their weapons to the best use they can make of them, with little peril.’

‘But they look unassailable, Arthur, and most of them had blades attached to the wheel hubs. They will cause havoc among our horsemen when they join battle, with their weight and bulk and speed.’

The King pursed his lips and nodded agreeably, looking remarkably unperturbed, it seemed to me, considering the gravity of what he was acknowledging. But as I was about to learn, he knew more than I did about this topic.

‘Aye, they might,’ he said quietly, ‘were they ever able to reach our horsemen. But they won’t be.’ He brought both hands up in front of him, arms extended, and mimed the actions of pulling a nocked arrow back to his ear. ‘No chariot builder, here or anywhere else, ever thought to encounter a weapon with the strength and accuracy of our Pendragon longbows, Clothar. You wait and see. My bowmen will kill every single charioteer before any of them can come within a quarter mile of our ranks. No gamble involved, either, my friend – at least, not on our side. An attacking charioteer, whipping his team straight forward towards combat against us, is a dead man. I don’t care how gifted or skilful he may be, or how much he weaves and wavers in his approach. Sooner or later, simply because he is steering a chariot, he will have to turn it around and steer it straight towards us in order to attack. And then he will die, before he ever comes within striking range of us. You wait and see.’

Twice in that little address he had told me to wait and see, and I grinned. ‘I might have to.’ I waved towards the now-dark cave entrance behind us and beyond our sight. ‘If the snow keeps falling out there, we won’t be able to move, let alone fight a battle tomorrow, so the wait might be a long one before we see anything.’

I estimated we were about three, perhaps four, miles distant from our army, an hour’s ride in normal weather, but we had not anticipated the snow coming so early or so heavily, and now I found myself wondering if we could reach our encampment at all, with darkness falling so quickly. We had left our forces camped in a valley to the south that morning, while we rode up into the hills to spy on the enemy formations heading southward towards our position. We had been playing cat and mouse with them for a long time now, remaining ahead of them and keeping out of their sight until we could find a suitable spot in which to bring them to battle on our own terms.

Arthur shrugged as well as he could beneath armour and cloak. ‘We may not be able to move, but neither will they, Clothar. Neither will they. Our enemies and their chariots will be immobilized.’

‘Hmm.’

‘What d’you mean, “Hmm”?’ He turned and frowned at me. ‘Do you think I’m wrong?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘Then why do you sound so doubtful?’

I spread my hands, palms upward. ‘I’m not doubtful, Arthur … It’s simply that I detect a hint of doubt in you yourself.’ I held my hand up now, to prevent the angry retort I knew would spring to his lips, and spoke before he could deny what I had said. ‘A hint, I said, the merest hint, and shapeless, I will admit … but a hint nonetheless. I sense a doubt in you, my friend.’

‘Then damn you for having eyes too sharp for your own good. Now look to your own affairs and talk about something else.’

‘And how might I do that, my lord? My affairs are all your affairs. I have none of my own and nothing else to talk about. You know that.’

‘Then find some.’

‘Of course. I shall. Immediately. As soon as the snow stops,’ and with that I set aside the remnants of my own meal and pushed my saddle backwards, away from the fire, then stretched myself out to sleep on the opposite side of the fire pit from him.

2

There was no anger in what I said or did in response to Arthur’s terseness; we had been friends now for too long for any kind of pettiness to come between us. But Arthur always had much on his mind, far more so than I, and that was only right, since he was the High King, with priorities and concerns the like of which I never had to imagine, let alone grapple with. And so I had quickly learned, on the infrequent occasions when his concerns caught up with him and made him less than normally communicative, that the best thing I could do for him was to leave him alone to think a situation through and work out his own solutions. There had been times, too, when, in order to make it possible for him to do that, I had gone so far as to shut him off from other people, fending off and even threatening anyone who sought to interrupt his thoughts, and pointing out that he was the High King after all and had a need to be alone sometimes, simply to think.

I was almost asleep, drifting in that half world between waking and dreaming, when he spoke again, and I had to shake my head to clear it. I turned as far as I could towards him, hampered by my blanket and twisting my neck around until I could see him. ‘What did you say?’

He had been holding a forked twig, twirling it between his finger and thumb, and now he flicked it into the fire at my back, out of my sight. ‘I said we should not have lost Eleron today. That was bad.’

I made no attempt to answer immediately but struggled instead to sit up, making heavy work of it by pulling and tugging at the blanket that restricted me until it finally came free, allowing me to move. Arthur watched in silence as I hurriedly organized myself, sitting upright and then reaching to throw fresh fuel on the fire, which had died down. I was thinking furiously, knowing now at least a part of what was troubling him, but floundering still, unable to see why this one thing should disturb him so deeply. I knew he hated losing men – any commander did – but Eleron had not been killed. Or rather, he had not yet died.

Eleron was one of our brightest and youngest officers, a brilliantly gifted cavalryman whose like I had seldom seen, even among my own people in Gaul. That afternoon, in a skirmish with a roving group of bandits that should never have occurred had our own guards been properly distributed, he had taken an arrow in his chest, just beneath the cage of his ribs. The shot, hard fired, had burst right through his cuirass, penetrating multiple layers of boiled and hammered leather that should have deflected the arrow’s point like solid iron. But the leather at that point in his harness had been imperfectly prepared, brittle and weak where it should have been solid and resilient, and the arrowhead had cracked it and plunged through, its impact lifting young Eleron bodily from the saddle and throwing him backwards over his horse’s rump to land on his head.

The medics had all been poring over the lad within moments, but no one knew if Eleron would survive, and the five interlopers had all been shot down and killed before anyone had a chance to think of questioning them, so it was not known, either, if their presence there at that time had been accidental.

I wiped the last remnants of the gathering sleep from my eyes with the heel of my hand. ‘Eleron’s not going to die, Arthur. We haven’t lost him, not completely.’

He pursed his lips, gazing at me through the smoke that was rising now from the new wood. ‘He will not ride with us against the Danes, tomorrow or next week or whenever it is to be that we can meet them. So we have lost him, Clothar. And that is one loss too many, after so long.’

I knew what he meant. It was already October, and we had been on campaign without letup or release since the middle of March. Our losses had not been particularly heavy, but their cumulative leaching had been discouraging. We had fought five separate enemy forces in the past seven months, three of those being substantial armies of more than a thousand men, and we had beaten all of them. But each of those defeated forces had withdrawn to some form of refuge afterwards, to lick its wounds and heal itself, whereas we had moved on to deal with the next threat, with no time to heal or to reinforce our strength, absorbing new casualties on top of those that had gone before in other fights. That situation was made worse by the fact that we had won all five of those victories within a mere four months – an astonishing feat that we had only been able to achieve through a once-in-a-lifetime combination of good weather, wonderfully fortuitous timing and a series of geographical coincidences that placed us on three occasions within easy reach of foes who knew nothing of our nearness.

By the end of the fifth battle, we had felt invincible and believed that God truly was watching over us, and precisely at that time we had received authoritative information that Horsa the Dane was on the march from the eastern territories of the Saxon Shores at the head of a great army and was making his way westwards across the breast of Britain, directly towards our victorious army.

Horsa was now the paramount chief of all the Danes in Britain who had been clients and landholders of King Vortigern before Horsa killed him and usurped his lands and title. Arthur believed the Danish leader to be the most dangerous of all his enemies, a beacon luring all the disaffected and dispossessed elements in the province the Romans had called Britannia.

Flushed with our successes until then, we had quickly agreed to support the King in a bold attempt to stamp out this enemy while we could, and we had been playing a complex game for three months since then, attempting to lure the Danes within striking distance of our cavalry without alarming them or alerting them to our presence here in this rocky-hilled region so far away from Camulod.

We had been falling back before them for weeks now, proceeding with great caution and hiding like timid deer as we tried to lure them into a trap we had devised, but the constant and unrelenting need for caution and secrecy had been wearisome and tedious, and our soldiers – warriors first and above all else – were rapidly losing patience with such interminable prudence. They wanted to fight, to bring matters to a head and have done with delicacy. And then had come the infiltration of our camp today and the attack that struck down Eleron, and hard on the heels of that, this snowstorm that now threatened to make all our careful planning worthless.

Lost in these thoughts, I suddenly saw that Arthur was staring at me, waiting for me to say something, and I looked away from him, casting my eyes about the shadow-filled walls of the cave. His sword still stood where he had leaned it, my own weapon, less visually impressive but no less lethal, standing beside it. Finally I turned back to him and spoke the words in my mind.

‘It’s not simply the loss of Eleron, Arthur. There’s more to whatever is upsetting you than that. Eleron is only one man – a good one, certainly, and he might yet live to become one of the best of us, but he is still only one man, and I have the feeling your concerns are more widespread than that.’

He rose to his feet, throwing his blanket over his shoulders as he did so, and walked away, towards the mouth of the cave, where he leaned against the wall and stood staring out into the blackness at the whirling snow. I followed close behind him and joined him in the doorway. The wind had died, and for a spell we stood together side by side, gazing out at the snow and listening to the death-deep silence beyond the threshold. So quiet was the night in front of us that we could clearly hear the hiss of sap in a piece of the wood burning behind us.

‘The men are losing heart, Clothar. I can feel it.’

There. It was out in the open now. It was a starting point, and one that I could address, for I had been thinking about that very point for some time now – for months, if the truth be told – and I had almost brought the matter up to him before this. Now, instantly, I was glad I had said nothing earlier, because the correct words had only now come to my mind and to my tongue, upon hearing him say what he had said.

‘They’re only human,’ I murmured.

He cocked his head slowly sideways, looking at me askance. ‘That is … profound,’ he said, his voice dripping sarcasm. ‘Have I given you any indication of expecting them to be otherwise?’

I held out one cupped hand to capture a large snowflake. ‘No, you haven’t. I know you know they are human.’

‘Thank you, for that.’

‘But they don’t think you are, not quite.’

He frowned, but said nothing, clearly thinking about what I had said, and I left him standing there in the entrance while I went back into the cavern to where his sword stood propped against the rock. I picked it up by the middle of the sheath and held it in front of me, conscious of his eyes on my back, and then I spun and tossed the weapon towards him. He caught it easily.

‘There is your problem, and also your answer to what ails you and your men.’

He gazed at me for long moments, hefting the sheathed weapon in his hand and looking from it to me and back again. ‘Clothar,’ he said eventually, his voice pitched so low that I could barely hear it, ‘I’ve told you before that you’re a clever lad, but I have absolutely no idea of what you are talking about, so that must make me very stupid.’

‘No, not at all, master King. You don’t know what I’m talking about because you have never thought about what I am thinking of.’

‘Which is…?’

‘Magic, Arthur. Invulnerability.’

‘Explain.’ He would no longer give me the satisfaction of seeing him at a loss for understanding. I smiled.

‘Your men, all of them, saw you endowed with that magic sword you’re holding now. They saw it come into your possession miraculously, on the day of your coronation, when you drew it from the stone.’

‘That is ridiculous. There was nothing miraculous involved. It was mere mummery, designed by Merlyn for effect, no more than that.’

‘Then it was wondrously effective. It worked better than well, for it convinced the world.’

Arthur glanced sideways at me, as though to gauge the strength of my belief, then shook his head in terse denial. ‘Not the world, Clothar. The watchers there, perhaps, those who saw it.’ He raised the sword up in front of him so that he held the cross hilt at the level of his eyes, showing it to me as though to prove a point. ‘But this is what they saw that day: a sword, no more than that, and much like any other, save that its blade is different. It’s an extraordinary sword, I’ll grant you, but there is nothing magical about it. It was made by my own great-grandsire, Publius Varrus of Camulod, a sword maker, and it has been in my family’s possession for decades, long before my coronation.’

‘Aye, so I’ve been told, by you. But no one else, other than your relatives, had ever set eyes on it before you pulled it from that stone. Is that not right?’

‘Aye, but what of that?’

I shrugged. ‘I wasn’t there, so I don’t know the truth of it, but I’ve been told you drew it from the altar stone itself, in front of thousands of people, in the great theatre there by Saint Alban’s Shrine.’

‘Aye, I did, but it was no—’

‘And when you drew it forth and brandished it above your head, the clouds parted and a beam of light from Heaven itself shone all about you. Is that not true?’

‘Aye, it is, but even there there’s no ma—’

‘No magic, my lord?’ My interjection left him open mouthed. ‘Is that what you were going to say? No magic? No miracle?’

Arthur stood there, nonplussed by my obstinacy and frowning at my insistence in this matter, the rising flush of blood in his cheeks evident even in the light from the flickering fire. But then he drew a quick breath and opened his mouth to speak again, and once more I cut him off before he could utter a word.

‘Nigh on ten thousand people watched you do what you did that day in Verulamium, Arthur. They saw the bishops place the golden coronet of kingship upon your brow and name you Riothamus, High King of All Britain, and they all heard you swear an oath to use your military might to defend all Britain and the Christian Church against the foreign invaders who were even then marching against you.’

He was gazing at me, smooth faced and wide-eyed, waiting for me to finish, and I pushed right ahead.

‘They saw you swear your oath upon the cross that stood before you on the altar. You grasped the cross through the purple Lenten cloth that covered it, and then they saw the bishop behind you call upon Heaven for a sign that you were justly chosen. And upon his call the clouds above you parted and the sun shone through, bathing you in golden light as you drew a sword – this sword – out of the altar stone.

‘Ten thousand people saw that, Arthur, with their own eyes. And would you now tell them that what they saw was trickery? That they saw no miracle that day, and that the clouds would have broken open anyway, precisely when they did?’

‘They would,’ he whispered, ‘they would have opened as they did, even had no one been there.’

‘But everyone was there, Arthur, and they saw the heavens open in a sign that had been called for. And they saw you raise a shining silver sword the like of which had never been seen.’

‘No! It was not like that at all!’ His voice was huge, angry with denial of what he knew to be the truth, but mine was, too, as I shouted louder.

‘Yes! Yes, Arthur, yes, it was! They saw their Riothamus crowned and blessed with a bright and magical sword, and that is why your men think you are more than simply human!’

He blinked in shocked disbelief, and then he reared up, one upraised hand clutching the sheathed sword as though he would strike me down with the hilt of it, and I saw the rage swell in him and be checked, held and forced back down with an effort of will that was clearly visible. He stood there for long heartbeats, drawn up to his full height and filled with a massive, bated breath, teetering on the edge of fury, and then he suddenly seemed to sag. The tension and the rage drained out of him. He dropped his chin on his chest with an audible snort, then tossed the sword into his other hand and reached across to lean it where it had been before, against the wall of the cave. He looked down at the fire then, and moved directly to sit on his own saddle, where he bent forward and threw a few short lengths of fresh wood onto the embers.

I remained where I was without moving until the first tongue of new flame sprang into life, and the King pointed to my own saddle, across from him.

‘Sit, man, in the name of God.’ When I had done so, he looked at me sidelong again and blew out a long exhalation between tightly pursed lips. ‘Now … I know you had no thought of provoking me to anger, Clothar of Benwick. And I know you are a Frank, and therefore unaccustomed to speaking in subtleties. But then I also know that, providing you speak slowly, you can speak Latin fairly well, and even understandably at times, despite the outlandish tortures you inflict upon your vowel sounds…’ He wrinkled his face into a wizened mask. ‘So tell me, slowly, if it please you: why are we having this conversation and what does it concern? Can you explain that, clearly?’

I nodded. ‘You are concerned about your men’s mental conditioning … their morale. You are fretting about their well-being. They, on the other hand, see you as being invulnerable. I see an opportunity to relieve your worries about the men, and to enable them to share your gift and profit thereby.’

‘What gift?’

‘Your invulnerability.’

‘You’re mad. I’m no more invulnerable than you are. You know that. You’ve seen me bleed. Damnation, man, you’ve made me bleed!’

‘True, my lord. But we are not speaking of truth here. We are speaking of perception.’

‘In God’s name—’

‘No, and let us leave God out of this discussion for the time being, at least. I say we can allow your men to share your gift and I am correct. We can pass on your magical endowments, from you to them. Hear me out, Arthur, please.’ This was to stem him, because he had begun to rise again, but now he subsided once more, albeit reluctantly.

‘You make no sense, Lance.’

‘No, not to your ears at least, King Briton, because you have not yet allowed yourself to hear what I am trying to say. Now will you listen to what I have to tell you? And before you say no, try to recall the last time I wasted your time.’ I paused, giving him opportunity to respond, but he said nothing and so I continued, this time in more deliberate and measured tones.

‘Some time before we left Camulod this spring, I heard Merlyn use a word that I had heard used once before, by Bishop Germanus. I recognized it when I heard it again, but I did not understand it when Merlyn said it, any more than I had understood it when Germanus used it. I asked Merlyn what it meant, however, and he told me, and we talked about it for a long time after that. It’s a wonderful word, Arthur; a word of power but not an obvious one. I used it a moment ago and you took no notice.’

‘What word?’

‘Perception.’

‘Perception. That’s your word of power?’ The King nodded, his brow slightly wrinkled. ‘It means appearances, I believe. Why would you call it a word of power?’

‘Because of the way Merlyn spoke of it and explained it to me. He believes it to be powerful, and so did the blessed Germanus. But it doesn’t mean appearances … at least, that’s not all it means. It means the way people see things, Merlyn says. People’s perceptions can govern how they behave and even how they live their lives. He says perceptions can influence a man, or a group of men, or an army, or even entire peoples, to change their ways of doing things and adopt new beliefs and new ideas.’ I paused to let that sink home, and then I concluded, ‘Perceptions – the way people perceive things – can shape destinies, my lord.’

‘Are we back to “my lord” again? I like not the smell of this. Where are you leading me, Lancie?’

‘To here and now, no further for the present. But in the here and now I will challenge you to think upon perceptions.’

‘Hmm.’ The King stared into the fire’s heart as he plucked pensively at his upper lip, but finally he peered upwards at me beneath raised eyebrows. ‘Proceed then. Let me hear this challenge.’

‘Very well.’ I leaned back and made myself as comfortable as I could. ‘Imagine, if you will, that the perceptions held by your soldiers are all true. Rightly or wrongly, they perceive you as being invulnerable, protected by the shining, unearthly beauty and power of the glorious blade you call Excalibur, the sword you pulled from God’s own altar stone.

‘They perceive that, as long as you retain possession of that blade, as long as you hold Excalibur and wield it, you will lead a charmed life, unable to be injured. Of course that is nonsense, and I believe that as much as you do, but that is what they perceive, and that perception, in and of itself, can be invaluable to us – to you and to the entire realm of Britain.

‘How so, you ask, and so you should. Imagine this, for a moment, Arthur. Think seriously about it, not as something to scoff at as soon as I am finished but as something that you may legitimately put to use for the good of everyone involved.’ I took a deep breath and moved on.

‘It’s becoming more and more likely we’ll be here all night and there will be no battle tomorrow morning. But there will be a battle soon, Arthur, one of these days. Visualize the gathering, if you will, before you send your leaders to their stations. All of them will be there, awaiting your instructions. And they will all be watching you, admiring you, probably thinking to themselves that after the battle, when it comes time to tally up the butcher’s bill, they might well all be dead but you will still be seated on your horse, your armour unsullied, your skin unblemished, your very life protected by the shining blade you wear…

‘Now … Imagine this. Imagine that tonight, on the eve of battle, you were to gather all your leaders close and tell them that you are aware of your good fortune in being so blessed. Not only that alone, but you tell them that you have devised a way to share your gift with them.

‘You tell them all the story of your vigil on the night before you claimed the crown – of how you cleansed yourself in the holy ritual and were then purged of all sins by the attending priests, then spent the night awake and in prayer, preparing to go forward with the rising sun, in purity and as a penitent, into the sight of God, seeking his blessing and enlightenment.

‘Tell them all that, and then tell how you accepted the gold corona of the Riothamus onto your brow, and the shining purity of Excalibur into your hands…

‘They will enjoy the hearing of such things directly from you. All of them will, even those who were there to see it for themselves. But they will all wonder, too, what this tale could possibly have to do with any of them in person. Then you tell them that you have decided to share your gifts. You cannot share the high kingship, for that is a task for one man only and a fearsome, daunting burden. But you can share your other attributes, and, given they are properly prepared, shriven and purified, penitent and prayerful after spending the night in a waking vigil, you may share with them the mantle and the aura of the power vested in you through Excalibur. If they come to you in the veil of dawn, properly prepared and spiritually cleansed, and kneel before your feet in loyalty and humility, you will bless them with the power of the sword by laying its bare blade upon their shoulders, one, and then the other, encompassing their head so that the aura of this peerless, shielding weapon lies over them. Then, when they rise again, they will be transformed. Because they will be perceived, by their peers, and in their own eyes just as firmly, as being different, being altered … being more than they were before…

‘Perceptions, Arthur.’

He looked hard at me then, his brows contracted in what might have been the beginnings of a frown, although I knew it to be no more than a sign that my friend was already beyond contact, sinking deeply into one of his frequent periods of intense concentration. I had engaged his full attention with my talk of new things to ponder and I knew he would have no more to say to me for some time. He would think through everything I had told him, considering the pros and contras of every aspect of each point he could identify, and when he had satisfied himself that the topic could hold no fresh surprises for him, he and I would talk about it further.
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The silence that followed was long but comfortable, requiring nothing from either of us, but nevertheless I found myself focusing intently upon a need to sit motionless, not even daring to glance sideways at him lest I interrupt his thinking. I knew that was ridiculous, because in the course of four years of close friendship I had come to know that once Arthur Pendragon had immersed himself in the analysis of some problem, nothing short of a physical interruption would induce him to abandon the process. Even so, and fully aware of the lack of need to do so, I kept my eyes directed straight ahead, gazing steadfastly into the fire and showing nothing of what was in my mind as I waited for Arthur the King to decipher whatever was in his. Looking back on it, I can never remember enduring another silence as long as that one was. But as we sat there in the utter stillness of the night, we heard, from outside, the muffled thump of a falling body and a stifled curse.

Arthur was on his feet almost before I could react, and there is nothing wrong with my own reflexes. But as I started to leap upright, he was already there, leaning forward, one hand outstretched to stop me from moving, the other raised to his lips signalling silence. He shrugged the blanket quickly from around his shoulders and threw it to me, then twirled his hands around each other in a signal for me to lie down and wrap myself in it as though asleep. As I fumbled with the cloth, shaking its folds loose, he reached down and retrieved my long dirk from where it lay by his saddle, then lobbed it to me before he stepped swiftly to collect our swords. His own dirk, which was really a Roman gladius shortsword, swung in its sheath by his right side. He turned back with the two long swords, moving swiftly for such a big man, and quickly shifted his saddle sideways and threw our two horse blankets over it to make it look as though it might be a sleeping man. He propped my sword against the end of the bundle, where its cross hilt could be clearly seen against the embers behind it. Then, again signalling me to be silent, he quietly unsheathed Excalibur, dropped the empty scabbard against the wall and moved swiftly to stand motionless behind the sharp corner where he could not be seen from the entrance to the cave.

He had not managed to be completely silent in his hurried movements, and so for the first few moments after he grew still we scarcely dared to breathe, waiting for an alarum to be raised and for a crush of bodies to come charging into the cave, alerted to our presence. But the moments lengthened without disturbance, and eventually we – or I, at least – began to think we might have escaped detection. I raised myself cautiously on one elbow, preparing to rise to my feet, but Arthur was both more cautious and less trusting than I, and he waved me back down. I subsided, my senses straining again, thinking he might have heard something new.

It had occurred to me, of course, that whoever was out there might be from our own army, but without absolute certainty of that, neither Arthur nor myself would have dreamed of endangering ourselves by taking even the tiniest risk of discovery. And so we waited there in the darkness, our heart rates gradually returning to normal as the time passed.

An ember settled in the fire close by my head with a soft crushing sound, a whispering puff of powdered ash and a small display of bright-burning sparks that rushed frantically along the charred and blackened surface of some of the sticks in the fire pit like scurrying ants, before dying into invisibility. I watched them, fascinated with the way their image remained bright against my eyelids when I blinked. There was no possibility of the embers being seen from outside the cave, I knew, but if anyone came inside there was equally no possibility of the dying fire going undetected.

As that thought came to me, bringing a clear vision of a featureless man standing with his head tilted back, nostrils flaring widely as he sniffed at the cave entrance, I heard stealthy, muffled movements right outside the cave. Once more I froze, holding my breath, and this time was rewarded with the sound of a low-pitched voice muttering in a harsh, guttural language that was unlike anything I had ever heard before. Whoever the man was, however, he was still outside the cave, and the odds were favourable that he might be alone, for no one had answered him. I threw my mind back to the sight of the snow outside when Arthur and I had stood there looking out a short time earlier. The heavy, blowing snowfall had covered all trace of our earlier movements by that time, so there was nothing out there to betray our presence. No blemishes of any kind marred the perfect, wind-smoothed layer of snow fronting the entrance to the cave. I looked over at Arthur then, wondering what was going through his mind.

He had propped his long-bladed sword carefully against the wall since I last looked at him, and now he held his unsheathed shortsword loosely by his side. His left hand was still extended towards me. Its fingers spread in a peremptory signal for me to remain where I was, but all his attention was focused intently on the sounds, or more accurately now the silence, beyond the outthrust shelf that concealed him.

Then came the sound of a single, hesitant footstep on the bare ground inside the entrance and Arthur waved his hand at me in an unmistakable command to lie down, quickly. I lowered myself instantly, knowing I was within moments of being seen by the intruder. My face in the crook of my bent arm, I heard him come forward slowly into the cave and then stop with a sharp intake of breath. There was another long moment of utter silence, and then a rush of footsteps as he ran rapidly towards my ‘sleeping’ form, evidently hoping to put an end to me before I could move to resist him.

I swung around and away, hard, pushing myself up into a sitting position just in time to see Arthur step smoothly out of concealment, pivoting on his left foot and grasping the running man by the back of the neck, pulling him around and off balance towards him as he thrust upwards with the sword in his right hand, the entire strength of his body uncoiling behind the blow. The Dane – for there was no doubting his identity, even in the dim light of the dying fire – died instantly, his chin snapping downwards to his chest and the breath leaving his body in a grunt as the lethal blade of the gladius slammed through his sternum to the hilt and ruptured his heart. Arthur held him upright, hunching his shoulders and bending his knees to accommodate the man’s weight as he spoke to me in a hiss over his shoulder.

‘Make sure he’s alone. But be careful. Don’t show yourself.’

I moved close to the entrance, bending low to the floor to avoid being seen by anyone outside, and when I was sure it was safe to do so I crept slowly closer to the mouth, to a point from which I could see all there was to see. I scanned the scene outside carefully, then went back inside.

‘He was alone. Only one set of tracks out there.’

‘Well, that’s a blessing, at any rate. He’s a heavy whoreson, and I didn’t want to let him fall in case he made a clatter and brought others running. Here, take his shoulders while I get his legs. We’ll lay him over there, against the wall.’

When we had done that, and Arthur had retrieved his gladius – no easy feat, since the dead man’s flesh had had time to clamp itself around the blade by then – I began to rekindle the fire.

‘I wonder who he was. A Dane, obviously, but I wonder what he was doing up here.’

‘Looking for us, I should think. Or at least looking for anyone who’s not supposed to be up here when Horsa’s down below. But whatever he is, he’s a clear signal that there will be no more sleep for us tonight, or warmth, either. You’d best put that fire out completely. This fellow’s here because he smelled the smoke somewhere close by, and I doubt that he came all the way up here alone.’ He thought about that, then added, ‘Mind you, if there had been anyone with him at the time, he wouldn’t have arrived here alone, would he? Perhaps he was separated from the rest of his group and didn’t want to shout to them for fear of alerting us. In any event, if he did bring company with him, then they’re going to come right in here looking for him, following his tracks. And that may be sooner than we think, rather than later.’

Arthur was now gazing about him as he spoke, his eyes taking in everything there was to see, and although he kept talking, it was clear his thoughts were focused elsewhere. ‘So, young Lancie,’ he mused. ‘We had best be preparing to welcome whoever is out there. And let us both hope fervently, my spear-throwing friend, that our silent companion there is one of a small scouting expedition and not an outrider of Horsa’s main army.’

I nodded, agreeing with him and at the same time amused, against all logic, by his personal name for me and the way he sometimes talked to me. Whenever he was deep in thought, distracted by the points of a decision that had to be made, he would speak to me as though I were a babe in arms, a mere tyro in whatever was occupying us at the time. It was a harmless thing, a quirk of who and what he was, and in a strange way a signal of his high regard for me. I had quickly grown comfortable with the name and accustomed to the way he talked to me, but there were times when it would suddenly seem both novel and amusing to me, for less than two years separated us in age and we were roughly similar in experience and fighting skills. He was the better bowman, certainly, but my lance-throwing skills inspired both awe and reverence in him.

Most of his warriors called me simply the Frank, disdaining to sully their tongues with my foreign, alien-sounding name, while others referred to me as the Thrower or the Spearman or even the Lancer. This was no more than normal usage, for it was not the custom in Britain in those days for men to call each other by their given names. Every man I knew, except for those who were kings and lords and singular men of power like Merlyn, had a working name, bestowed upon him by his fellows. Arthur had chosen to call me simply Lance, and more often than not he added the ubiquitous Gaelic diminutive ‘ie’ to the end of it, so that, to him alone, I became ‘Lancie’.

I was ready to smother the fire with a large, flat slab of stone but he stopped me again, bidding me put it down and leave the fire alight while he thought further on the matters facing us. Obediently, I sat down and stirred the embers up again, dropping small pieces of fuel into their redness until a small new flame sprang up among the coals.

‘Very well, then, Lance, build up the fire. I know what we have to do.’

I twisted around to face him, intrigued and alerted by the new tone I heard in his voice. Sure enough, his eyes were glowing with the enthusiasm that had quickly become both welcome and familiar to me in the time that had elapsed since first we two met. When Arthur Pendragon’s dark, yellow-flecked eyes lit up and sparkled as they were sparkling now, it meant that he had made a firm decision and was prepared to act upon it.

‘Rebuild the fire, high as you like. We’re going to need it. Besides, why in the name of God should we be cold simply because we might be facing death? Now, help me carry our visitor over here and prop him up by the side of the fire as though he’s enjoying the warmth. We’ll wrap him in a blanket, too. That will cover the blood and make it look as though he’s nodded off to sleep by the fireside. Once he’s settled, you and I will take turns watching from the cave entrance, and as soon as we see his friends coming, we’ll come back in here and wait for them. We’ll set ourselves up at the back of the cave, behind the horses, depending on how many of them there are. Six or fewer, we’ll let them come right in and then shoot them as they enter. Any more than that, however, we’ll have to shoot as many of them down as we can from the entrance and then go out and fight them in the snow.’

‘Why let six come in but not seven or eight?’

He looked at me as though my question had surprised him. ‘Because we can deal with six. They’ll be blind when they come into the light, out of the snow, and we’ll be waiting for them with drawn bows. Three each, we can shoot them all dead before their eyes adjust to the light in here. Any more than that, however, and we’ll risk giving them time to recover and retaliate, and we might end up killing ourselves for lack of space. With six or fewer, we’re better off where we are. As long as we stay here inside the cave and wait for them, there will only be one set of footprints coming into the entrance. We’ll have the advantage of surprise, and they’ll look to their friend first, to share his fire, never thinking to see us.’

He paused then, looking back towards the entrance. ‘Any more than six, though, and this place becomes a death trap for us. Once they know we’re here, we will have lost any advantage we might otherwise have had; they’ll be able to sit outside and wait for us to come out – which we’ll have to do, sooner or later – and then pick us off at their leisure. So we’ll saddle our mounts now, ready for anything, and then we’ll settle down to watch for guests arriving. Then, if it turns out that there are more than we can handle easily, we’ll ambush them from the doorway, picking off as many as we can before they withdraw out of range. After that, as soon as they do withdraw, we have to follow them, on horseback, giving ourselves all the advantages we can, although that might not be much, with all this snow on the ground. But if we are to die here tonight, then I, for one, would rather do it on my horse, out in the open where I can swing my sword, than in a stinky, dark old cave where there’s no room to fight and where I could be cut down by any sneaking coward who can crawl up unseen behind me with a dagger. What say you?’

What could I say? I asked myself. I agreed with him wholeheartedly.
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They took no pains to keep themselves concealed as they came, and that was fortunate for me, because by the time they eventually arrived I had committed the unpardonable sin of falling asleep on watch. It was the sound of a voice shouting in the distance that shocked me into wakefulness, and I sat frozen for a moment, unsure of where I was or what time it was, and then awareness returned and still I sat there, stunned into immobility by the enormity of my own dereliction. I glanced about me hurriedly and was relieved to see that I could not have been unconscious for more than a short time. The scene was exactly as I remembered it: a scattering of clouds directly over my head, against a sky that would be bright blue once the sun was up, and a complete lack of shadows, as the morning mist still hung intact above the distant hills and thus there was no source of direct light.

I had nodded off for a few moments, nothing more than that. I sighed with profound relief, looked carefully around the scene before me one more time, and then I cleared my throat softly before flexing my shoulders and preparing to stand up. And then the shout came again and I realized that this was a repetition of what had startled me out of my doze in the first place. I rose quickly to my knees, bracing my elbow against the wall and leaning forward to peer down into the ground mist that shrouded the bushes on the hillside below. The voice had come drifting up from there, I knew, but I could see nothing. It came again as I knelt there: the long, winding shout of a searcher hunting for someone who was lost.

‘How far away?’ Arthur had come up behind me unheard.

I shook my head. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. The mist down there muffles the sound and makes it impossible to tell where they are. But making a noise like that, it’s plain to see they don’t know we’re up here.’

‘Yes, they think they’re all alone, which means they’re either truly stupid and deserving of all the grief they encounter, or they’ve already searched this entire area thoroughly and found nothing … no sign of our people. Which means, upon further thought, that we are both higher up and farther north than we thought we were.’

‘That’s a pleasant notion. I knew we shouldn’t have followed that damn streambed up into the hills when we did.’

Arthur grunted. ‘Aye, well, you’ll recall there was something like a profusion of Danish warriors close by us at that time, leaving us little room for choice. But anyway, it’s too late now for plaints, young Lance. You ought to have spoken more insistently at the time.’

‘I did, don’t you remember? But you said you were the king and overruled me.’

The High King of All Britain cocked his head and looked at me from narrowed eyes. ‘That’s right, I did, didn’t I? I knew there was a reason for our being here. Ah well, keep looking. Let me know as soon as you see or hear anything new.’

He went back into the cave, where I could hear him moving about, but he returned a short time later to crouch beside me. ‘Anything?’

‘Nothing new, but the voices are coming closer.’

‘Hmm. Here, have some of this.’

I took what he was holding in his outstretched hand. ‘What’s this, and where did it come from?’

‘It’s food, from the dead man’s scrip. I’m sure he won’t be needing it. It’s very good, too. I had some when I first found it. It’s salted beef, I think, wrapped in bread. Very tasty and too fatty to be venison. And the bread seems to be coated with some kind of fat drippings. Try it.’

I did, and it was truly delicious, setting my stomach juices churning instantly and reminding me of how long it had been since we had enjoyed a really good hot meal. I devoured the food in great bites, chewing it lovingly and exulting in the salty tang of it on my tongue.

‘That idea of yours, about sharing the power of the sword … did you discuss it with anyone before you mentioned it to me?’

My mouth was full, and so I merely shook my head.

‘You did not mention it even to Merlyn?’

I heard the disbelief in his voice and so I swallowed quickly. ‘No. I’ve never mentioned it to anyone. I’ve only been thinking about it from time to time, whenever something spurred the thought in me, and I hadn’t even put those thoughts in order until I spoke of it to you last night.’

‘Aha! We have company. Below us to the right, on the edge of the tree line there. And there’s another of them, back among the trees to the left of the first one.’

I scanned the distant tree line and found both men just in time to see another movement between them as a third man stepped forward into the open. All three stopped there, their eyes sweeping the slopes above them while they waited for the rest of their party, three more men, to catch up to them, so that all six pairs of eyes were soon sweeping the slopes in our direction.

‘Will they be able to see us?’ I asked.

‘Not unless they have the eyes of eagles. They’re looking up at us, focused over our heads. They’ll never see us standing here, and if by chance they should, they’ll take our heads to be rocks on the slope. It’s a good five hundred paces from here to there and they’re looking up. Now what we have to do is wait and see if they’ll come up. It will be a hard climb from where they are, and if they can’t see any signs of their friend’s having been here, they might not feel inclined to be too inquisitive. He didn’t come upon us from down there. He came along from the side, and he must have been up above us to begin with, in order to have smelled the smoke from our fire, because the wind was blowing the smoke up the hill, not down.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘It’s obvious. Look at the way the snow has drifted. It’s all blown that way, drifting up the slope of the hillside and into the entrance here, piled against that one side.’ It took only one glance to show me he was right. ‘They’re moving again, but I don’t believe they’re coming up.’ He was right again, and we stood side by side and watched them as they picked their way across the hillside below us, to disappear eventually behind the well of the hillside down on our left, on their way directly towards the next wintry stand of stark black, leafless trees.

‘What now?’ I asked then, betraying my Frankish ignorance of British weather. ‘Can we leave?’

Arthur’s grin was rueful. ‘No, not yet, I fear.’

‘Why not? We can ride the other way, away from them.’

‘We could, and we could probably ride free. But we would have no guarantee of anything. The simple appearance of safety isn’t worth the risk. We have to stay here, for at least a few more hours.’ He clearly saw the incomprehension in my eyes, because he waved at the ground outside the cave. ‘The snow, Lancie, the snow. It shows the tracks of everything that moves across it, even the wind, if it blows strongly enough. As soon as we set foot outside this cave and into the snow, our presence here will be clear to anyone who comes along later – and not only our presence here but our trail to wherever we go next. As long as the snow endures, we will be pursuable to anyone with eyes to follow our pathway. There’s no hiding it.’

‘And so we stay here?’

‘Aye, until we are either driven out or are able to ride out upon our own terms. We have no certainty that those hunters out there will not double back or that they won’t take a higher route and find the tracks left by their friend.’ He watched my face as I digested what he had said, and then he spread his hands. ‘It is inconvenient, but there is no way around the situation.’

The hunters did double back. We heard them again within the hour, and it was immediately clear that they had scaled the hillside and were now coming directly towards us, following their dead companion’s tracks in the snow. Fortunately, they were still convinced they had the entire mountain to themselves, and so we had plenty of time in which to prepare for their arrival. We concealed ourselves at the rear of the cave, strung our bows, set out our arrows and waited for the enemy to come to us.

Although we could understand no word of their language, we could tell from their approaching voices that they were excited about finding the cave and their companion’s tracks leading into it. They came spilling into the interior, making no attempt to be quiet, their shadows darkening the fall of light from the entry, and then they fell abruptly silent and stood hesitant and wavering, just at the angle of the corner, blinking in the sudden darkness as they waited for their vision to adjust to the change from bright sunlight to almost complete darkness.

Our first two volleys took down four men before the remaining two realized that they had walked into a trap and flung themselves back towards the daylight outside. I dropped my bow and seized one of my lances as I charged after them and burst out into the sunlight only to realize that we were now the blind ones. I stopped just beyond the threshold of the cave and squeezed my eyes tight shut, hearing the strange, slithering, powdery sound of someone trying to run through deep, heavy snow ahead of me. Even through my closed lids, the bright light was almost unbearable, and I brought my left hand up to cover my eyes. That felt better, but I knew I had to find my vision again, and so I opened my eyes slightly, squinting through a tiny gap between my fingers. I could see someone running through deep snow to my right, and then I turned my head slightly to my left, keeping my hand in place, just in time to see another running man throw up his hands and disappear in an explosion of snow.

I closed my eyes, reaching into the scrip at my waist with the ease of long practice to withdraw a throwing cord, which I wrapped firmly about the butt of the lance I now held in my left hand. When it was securely in place, I wound the other end about the index finger of my throwing hand, the right one, and balanced the forward length of the missile gently in the open palm of my left. I opened my eyes as cautiously as I could and peered towards where I had seen the man on my right. The light was less painful now, less violent, and the man was still there, and still running, bounding down the steeply sloping hillside with little concern that he might fall. I had no doubt that he was anticipating the thump of an arrow piercing his back. I saw more movement then, to my left, and saw Arthur leaping after the other man, lifting his long legs comically high as he ran through the knee-deep snow. I made my way forward until I could aim and cast my lance.

I knew as soon as I released it that it was fairly launched. As far as I know, no one has ever managed to describe or define the sensation of feeling, right from the outset, that a given shot is good. This shot felt right. The lance soared high, its shaft revolving as it flew, as indicated by a tiny circling movement of the butt end, and then it stooped and fell, perfectly, swooping downwards to take the running man precisely at the base of his neck, between the shoulders. He went down headfirst and disappeared from sight, covered by a cloud of upflung snow that slowly settled down upon his unmoving form and then turned bright red.

Arthur was standing a score of paces to my left, gazing down into the snow on the slope beneath him, and I called to him, telling him I had to collect my lance. He paid me no attention, and I left him there, picking my way carefully down the slope, with its treacherous mantle of snow concealing all its hazards, until I reached my fallen quarry and pulled my spear from his back.

On my way back up, I travelled sideways, using my spear as a walking stick and making my way gradually up towards where Arthur still stood silent, looking down the hill. I could see now what he was staring at. The man who had been running from him was still upright, but he was buried to the armpits in what was evidently a snow-filled hole. Arthur’s long Pendragon arrow had transfixed his upper torso, and the snow around him was stained deep red with his life’s blood. I reached the man and leaned forward to pull him towards me, but he would not budge.

‘No hope of getting this arrow back,’ I shouted up to Arthur.

‘Aye,’ Arthur’s voice came back to me. ‘Don’t even try. Come back up here, and let’s be on our way. Too many dead men around here now for my liking.’

Later, riding down the lower slopes of the mountain, our horses picking their way carefully now that the steepest slopes were behind us, I looked up at the sky and commented that the snow had passed and the temperature seemed to be rising. Arthur glanced at me sidelong and responded with something that I thought at the time was completely out of character.

‘We left seven dead men up there, Lance. Has it occurred to you to wonder why?’

‘I know why. They would have killed us, had we not killed them first.’

‘Hmm. Then mayhap I asked the wrong question. Do you know how we left seven dead men up there?’

‘Do you mean how were we able to? Because we took them by surprise. Caught them unawares.’

‘Aye, perhaps that’s so. But we were only able to do that because of the snow. The early snowfall changed everything. It changed the look of the entire world and it changed those men’s attitude to being in the mountains. It changed their perception of danger and risk, completely.’

‘Oh, not again, my lord. If it please you, no more perceptions! Am I to live with perceptions now for evermore?’

Arthur, however, made no acknowledgment of my mock horror. ‘I cannot answer you on that, my friend,’ he said in all seriousness, ‘but your observation has proved remarkably accurate in the case of those men. Their perception of safety destroyed them. They were lulled by the gentle whiteness … the seeming softness and innocence of the first snowfall of the year … and it cost them dearly.’

I felt vaguely unsettled. ‘What are you saying, Seur King? What are you telling me?’

‘That we will not let appearances betray us, as those Danes did…’ He fell silent, leaning forward in the saddle as he gave all his concentration to guiding his horse along the steeply sloping stony bank of a narrow, dangerously winding streambed. The horse hesitated, gathering itself, and then launched itself towards the other bank, its hooves scrabbling momentarily for purchase before it gained solid earth. Arthur’s body adjusted easily to the movements, even as my own did moments later, and soon we were riding side by side again. Arthur, however, seemed determined to be grave and serious this morning.

‘I learned a great deal last night, Clothar, and even more this morning. We are going home now, today, you and I and our army. This snow may disappear within the next few days, but then again it may not. It might lie on the ground until next spring. I have never been fond of entrusting myself to the vagaries of the weather, and I learned today that I have no wish to commit my followers to the foolish and uncountable risks of winter fighting in heavy snow. They have been on the campaign trail for far too long this year and they have earned some peace of mind and an opportunity to take their ease for a while without fear of being attacked. We will winter at home, now, as sane men do, and ride out again come spring.’

‘What about Horsa?’

‘What about him? If he is mad enough to keep his army out here in the dead of winter, then he deserves whatever may come his way. In the meantime, we will send out scouts from Camulod to search for him at winter’s end, and if he is still here, we will hit him early in the spring, before he has time to reorganize his army, let alone anticipate our arrival. But that is wishful thinking. Time will make that deliberation for us.

‘In the meantime, we are going home to Camulod, and you and I are going to talk much more and much longer about this notion of yours for protecting my men. It sounded ridiculous and fanciful at first hearing, but I thought much on it last night, and now something is telling me your strange idea might just be sufficiently nonsensical to appeal to the people I most need to please. But if we are going to do it, we must do it well, and properly. The matter of the vigil you suggested must be defined and finalized, and with it all the preparations for the ritual. And we have not yet spoken of the ritual itself. It is a ritual we are discussing here, is it not? Do you agree?’

I did agree, of course, because I always agreed with anything that made sound, solid common sense, and after that we rode in silence for a long time while each of us pondered what we had discussed.
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We were still thinking about it the following morning, when we were challenged by the first of our army’s outlying guards, and when, less than an hour after that, we breasted one steep rise to see our army stretched out before us, the thought of ritual was still uppermost in both our minds. It was a pleasure to behold our force from such a vantage point, because notwithstanding the fact that we could field twelve hundred horsemen at any time, our encamped army yet looked disciplined and serviceable. Our infantry was drawn up in the centre of the vast square, its accommodations laid out exactly in the classic Roman marching camp format that had been in use for more than a millennium, with the headquarters unit and the officers’ quarters in the very centre. Around the square periphery of the infantry camp, the tents of our various cavalry contingents were neatly arranged in numbered ranks, the horse lines interspersed among the various squadrons’ barracks so that they were well removed from the infantry quarters, offering no threat to the smooth functioning of the central camp, yet sufficiently close to where they were needed to be instantly available, saddled and ready to move out within minutes of an alarum.

We had always, since the earliest days of Camulod, called our cavalry formations by the ancient Roman names of alae and turmae – or alas and turmas, as the ordinary soldiers spoke – simply because we had not yet found better words for them in any of the local tribal languages and Latin was still sufficiently common to everyone to be useful. Nowadays, however, change was afoot and the language used by the ordinary Camulodian troopers had changed with it. Hardly anyone referred to an ala nowadays, although the word turma was still widely used. The word most commonly in use to describe the ala formation today was division, and it made sense, because the size of each cavalry ala in Camulod today was half what it had been in the early days. Instead of being a thousand-unit organization, our alas had been divided in two, so that each half contained approximately five hundred mounted men, distributed among twelve or sometimes thirteen turmas, each turma containing from thirty-five to forty horsemen in two twenty-man squadrons.

In the camp we were looking at now, there were two cavalry divisions, split in turn into halves and laid out so that they extended outward from the walls of the main camp. Half of one division lay quartered on the west side of the encampment, while the other half lay to the north, and the other division was similarly laid out on the southern and eastern sides. These two divisions had been working with each other for many years and called themselves the Hammers and the Anvil, because of the fighting techniques they had developed, which involved intricate, complex and fiercely disciplined manoeuvring, frequently at high speeds, to trap whatever enemy they were fighting between their two forces, and thereafter crush them.

As we sat watching from the crest of the hill, admiring the peacefulness of the scene, I, at least, was conscious of the irony involved in the peaceful contemplation of the beauties of an armed camp.

‘How many of your commanders will you include in the first ceremony?’

‘What ceremony? Oh, you mean the idea with the sword…’ Arthur sniffed, his eyes fixed on the distant view. ‘All of them, I suppose … all of the senior commanders, anyway. There’s no other option, is there? I’ve already said that if it’s to be done, it must be done properly. Care and diligence, Lancie, care and diligence.’

From far ahead of us, down in the area fronting the armed camp, came the long-drawn, winding note of a military war horn, signalling that we had been seen and recognized. Arthur winked at me as the sound died away. ‘Well, at least the guards are awake. Shall we go and bless them with our presence?’ He spurred his horse, and as I followed down the hillside close behind him, I noticed the first drifting flakes of fresh snow on the strengthening wind.
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That first snowfall was not the harbinger of winter; it was winter itself, fully fledged and implacable. It snowed without respite for four days and then the temperature dropped like a stone, freezing even the swift-flowing brook that was our water supply. We huddled miserably in our summer-style encampment, shivering in the biting cold that made mockery of our fair-weather campaign clothing, and waiting for a break in the onslaught, for the first hint of warmth to return and permit us to escape down into the more temperate lands below.

On the sixth morning, the sun rose into a sky of bright blue, with masses of broken cloud being scattered by warm winds. The cold snap, in what seemed a miraculously brief transition, was over, but our relief was short-lived. The previous coldness – which had at least been dry – was immediately replaced by even greater misery as the snow began to melt and icy water soaked into clothing and the fustian backing of chain mail, turning men’s hands and feet into frozen lumps of pain that they could not escape. What point in stamping your feet to restore warmth when the very ground on which you stood was ankle-deep in freezing slush?

Arthur, who had been highly aware since he and I returned from the mountains that we really did not know where Horsa’s army was encamped, issued orders immediately for our army to break camp and move out. Much of the preliminary work had already been done in anticipation of a withdrawal; everything that was not immediately necessary for our survival had been dismantled and loaded into the wagons, and our livestock needed only to be saddled and marshalled. By mid-morning the tents were folded and stowed, and what little work remained to be done had almost been completed. We would be on the march before noon, but as Arthur looked at the slushy, mudchurned wasteland created by our presence there, his expression was deeply troubled. I nudged my horse over to where he sat staring at the ruined ground, out of earshot of the small group of senior commanders who waited upon him.

‘It’s ugly and it’s obvious, Arthur, but there’s nothing to be done about it, is there? The only alternative to leaving it like that is to stay here and freeze, waiting for Horsa’s Danes to stumble over us.’

‘I know, and you’re right. But I hate to ride away leaving such an obvious trail behind.’

‘What difference does it make? Even if Horsa finds it, he won’t follow us. We are too many for him and that will be obvious from the size of the trail we leave. He’ll know we’ve been here, and for some time, too. His people will be able to judge how long simply by looking at the refuse pits and latrines. But Horsa will assume, because he is who he is, that we knew nothing of his presence in this region.’

‘He might still follow us home to Camulod.’

‘He might, but I doubt it and I don’t think you believe it any more than I do. Horsa is no fool. Nor is he a hothead. He’s a natural strategist when it comes to battle and tactics. You know that. We’ve been watching him for months now, trying to tempt him into a trap, and he’s as cagey as an old bear. Bad-tempered and ungovernable he may be in his rages, but he is not foolish or impulsive when it comes to endangering his men unnecessarily in the field, and to follow us to Camulod would involve too many risks for him. We’re a long way yet from Camulod and we’ll be riding through friendly, allied territory all the way. To follow us openly for all those miles, through terrain that’s as hostile to him as it’s friendly to us, would make him a far bigger fool than I believe he is. Besides, we’re no more than a score of miles from the great north road, and once we’re on that, no matter which way we turn, anyone can follow us simply by staying on the road.’

The beginnings of a smile twitched at the King’s lips. ‘Very well, Master Lance,’ he said, ‘I will bow to your logic and your beguiling tongue, and should they follow us in fact, we’ll turn around and smite them.’ He pulled himself upright in his stirrups until he was standing, and nodded to his commanders, all of whom were watching him intently. ‘You, young Bors. Ride to Bedwyr on the opposite side of the camp, if you will, and pass the word to him that we are prepared to move out on his signal. He is to give that signal when ready, since he is in a better situation to judge the right time than we are.’

Bors, who had matured greatly in the four years since our arrival in Britain and was now confident in and thoroughly deserving of the position of respect he had earned for himself among Arthur’s commanders, brought his arm up smartly in a clenched-fist salute and wheeled his horse away.

Arthur turned back to us. ‘The rest of you come with me to a spot where we will not be overheard. I have things to say that are not for the ears of our soldiery.’

For the next half hour we sat in our saddles – far more comfortable and much warmer than standing on the ground with frozen feet – and listened to our King as he talked about his ideas for winter training in Camulod and his plans for the campaigns of the following year. Of course all of it was tentative at best, for the entire gamut of priorities could be set at naught by one unexpected attack from any direction or by a threat from a serious adversary. Lacking those exigencies, however, Arthur was planning far ahead in the hope of being ready for battle come spring, no matter what might occur. From time to time he would ask one or another of us for our opinions on a particular point, and twice he threw a topic open for general discussion, and I was pleased to see that everyone appeared to understand the set priorities in each case and to have a firm grasp on the criteria surrounding their own roles.

The discussion was winding down when we heard the trumpet flourish that was the signal from Bedwyr for our exodus to begin, and I moved away with the other commanders to find my own unit and oversee the disposition of my forces. Everything seemed chaotic at first, with no real sign that the general congestion might ever be resolved, but as the time passed steadily by and the line of the outgoing column grew longer, it soon became apparent that there was a method at work within the chaos, and as the rank and file of our infantry finally came together and began to tramp away in good order, the milling mass of mounted men in the centre of the marshalling ground gradually shifted and sifted itself into the regular lines and formations of the rear guard that would protect the lengthy column ahead of it. This was my command, the rear guard, seven forty-man turmas of the Anvil division, minus a few casualties incurred over the summer. At last count, just before arriving in this camp, we had mustered two hundred and fifty-seven troopers, with an additional complement of twenty-one junior officers – fourteen squadron leaders and seven turma leaders – plus myself and my three troop commanders, making an overall count of two hundred and eighty-two combat-ready bodies. A full score of those were already deployed and had been so for several hours, ranging backwards into the hills behind us, alert for signs of any approach by Horsa’s Danes. They would remain out there for another two hours, I estimated, before they began to fall back towards us, and they would keep moving vigilantly until they caught up with us.

In the meantime, in acknowledgment of the possibility that enemy insurgents might be able to penetrate our screen of scouts without being detected, another two full turmas would spread out in a mile-wide semicircular formation behind us. The remainder of my division, four and a half turmas, would escort the rear infantry formations, containing our best veterans. These infantry detachments were actually the basis of the traditional rear guard, and in the event of an attack they would draw themselves up in battle formation, facing rearward, giving the main body of the army time and opportunity to react to the threat. My cavalry would work with them in that case, but until an alarum was raised, my horsemen flanked the marching men on both sides and spread out behind them.

We had been moving for about four hours by the time the word came back to us that we had reached the main road and would be camping for the night in a meadow that ran along the road, and half an hour later I handed over control to my three subordinates and left them to the task of getting our division settled for the night, while I went to inspect the setting up of our camp.

It was completely unnecessary for me to inspect anything, and I felt vaguely guilty for even saying such a thing to myself. The simple truth was that I wanted to be alone with my thoughts for a short time. We had had no word of any enemy activity. My rearward scouts had caught up to us more than an hour before we reached the road, and none of them had seen a single sign of Horsa’s forces anywhere on their patrols, so I was beginning to believe with some conviction that the Danish war band would not find our tracks at all. But I was not completely at ease, nor was I totally assured that we were safe from detection. There was an illogical quality to my concerns, I knew, since we outnumbered Horsa’s force by nigh on three to one and he had no horses. He could not have won against us even were he to arrive blown on high winds stirred up for him by his people’s high god, Odin. But knowing that changed nothing, and recognizing the truth of it made no difference to the substance of my unease.

The evening was pleasant enough, with roasted goat meat and freshly baked bread, and our enormous bonfires robbed the night of its chilliness, but I was loath to go to my cot afterwards, and when I did I slept poorly, tossing and turning and expecting to be hauled out to repel an attack at any moment.

The night passed without incident, however, and we made good speed the following day, the warmer temperatures and the multitude of passing feet and hooves having stripped every trace of snow from the surface of the road by the time we came trudging along at the rear of the procession.

We saw not a single hint of any alien force at any point along our way, and five days later we were within sight and sound of our home in Camulod.

7

The colony was agog by the time we reached it, and after an absence of so many months, the celebration of our homecoming was an epic event that lasted far into the middle hours of darkness.

At one point that night, I took a walk around the perimeter of the fortress, to demonstrate an official presence and to keep an admonitory eye on the festivities of our off-duty troopers. When I returned to the great hall, I noticed immediately that Arthur had left his place at the head table. A quick glance around showed me that he had not simply moved to another spot, and so I went looking for him, making my way casually among the throng while I scanned the alcoves and shadowed recesses that lined the main walls. The evening was far advanced by that stage, and many of the revellers had passed out where they sat, facedown at their tables and snoring into their food. Search as I would, however, I could see no sign of the King, and that surprised me, for there were several visiting dignitaries – lesser kings and chiefs from other parts of Britain – who, I could see, were still compos mentis, and I would have wagered that Arthur would not simply abandon them to their own company. That would have been unwise and, in some cases, insulting.

A movement in the gallery above the main floor caught my eye, and I recognized Arthur standing up there in the deep shadows. I recognized him by his height and the breadth of his shoulders more than anything else, because the shadows were dense and the light was very poor. The gallery on which he was standing was the most recent addition to the hall, added at the whim of one of the Council who thought himself something of an architect and had had a dream of providing a platform for musicians and bards that would raise them above the throng sufficiently for everyone to be able to see and hear them, and would have the additional advantage of opening up clear space in the room at floor level. The gallery was reached through a flight of sturdy steps running up the exterior wall of the building and I made my way to it, slipping easily and unnoticed through the main doors to the outer courtyard.

When I reached the top of the stairs I found the door ajar and the interior masked by a dense, heavy curtain of black cloth, designed to keep the light from streaming into the gallery. Arthur’s voice came to me from behind this barrier.

‘Come inside, Clothar. I saw you notice me.’

I pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the gallery, seeing Arthur’s shape silhouetted again, this time against the brightness of the hall below. He was leaning against the wall with his back to me, gazing down at the revels. I stepped forward to join him, moving slowly so as to avoid any sudden movement being seen from beneath.

‘What are you doing up here?’ I asked him, using no formal address since we were alone.

He made no answer, his lips pursed in thought. Then, just as I was beginning to think he would not speak at all, he said, ‘I’m watching my guests … or one of them, at least. And I can see him better from up here, looking down on him, than I can see him down there, looking him in the eye.’

‘Which one? And why do you need to watch him?’

‘Pelinore,’ he said, naming one of the northern kings who had recently pledged allegiance to Pendragon and the Camulod Companionship, as Arthur’s new vassals and allies were being called nowadays.

I scanned the room below and quickly picked out Pelinore, deep in conversation with one of the most durable of Arthur’s veteran supporters, King Derek of Ravenglass, in the far northwest.

‘He is a hard man to read, that one, and I don’t know whether to trust him or not,’ Arthur said. ‘Derek says he’s fine, and Merlyn says I should trust him, but for some unclear reason of my own, I have my doubts.’

‘How so? Derek’s a fine judge of men and I have never known Merlyn to be wrong on such things, either. If both of them say the man is trustworthy, then it seems to me he must be worth trusting.’

‘Do you think so? I might, too, except that Pelinore has brought a daughter with him, for my … consideration.’

‘Your consideration…’ I allowed that to hang without comment. ‘As a wife, you mean?’

‘Aye, what else? The man is a king in his own right. He is hardly likely to offer me his favourite daughter as a concubine. That would make him look like a panderer.’

I thought about that for a moment, then smiled. ‘But isn’t that what he is doing? Pandering to your need for a queen?’

‘You believe I have need of a queen?’

The question caught me off guard. I shrugged what he termed my Gallic shrug, spreading my hands and holding my elbows close to my sides in a way that I knew amused him. ‘Why not? You’re a king, but you’re a man, too, and a man needs a woman, whether it be as wife, consort or concubine.’

‘Do you?’

I repeated my gesture. ‘No, but then, as you so often point out, I am exceptional. I am a Frankish Outlander and there is much of the priest in me. Besides, I have never known a woman, and I have no intention of changing that. Not yet, at least.’

From the room beneath us came an angry shout, followed quickly by the crashing of an upset table and a clamour of voices. I leaned forward and saw two struggling men being dragged apart from each other by their companions. It was that time of night when tempers often flared, but Arthur’s rules about fighting in his dining hall were clear and unequivocal. A man’s anger might last overnight on unusual occasions, but the most violent of murderous impulses tended to be forgotten after seven days of bread, water and strict confinement in the holding cells. I watched the two antagonists being frogmarched out of the hall amid jeers and howls of laughter, but Arthur had not even moved to look at the fracas and he spoke next as though nothing had occurred.

‘You are a fortunate fellow then, Lancie … doubly fortunate in that you are not a king, and therefore no one really cares whether you have a woman or not – queen or otherwise. I, on the other hand, am, as you astutely pointed out, a king, and therefore I should have – must have – a queen, according to some.’

‘What some? Who has been telling you that?’

‘Merlyn has, for one. Is that not so, Merlyn?’

‘Yes, my lord King, that is so.’

I spun on my heel, almost losing my balance, all my superstitious fears of Merlyn and his supposed sorcery conjured up on the instant by hearing his deep, resonant voice beside me in what I had thought was a place that was empty save for myself and Arthur. Even so, I failed to see the old man at first, robed and cowled in black and seated as he was in the deepest shadows in the corner. It was only the pallid whiteness of the hand he extended, palm outward, to soothe my obvious fright that showed me where he was, and I immediately felt foolish for having demonstrated my sudden, childish fear so unmistakably. Merlyn, however, was accustomed to having people react thus to his presence and he spoke quickly to put me at my ease.

‘Pardon me, Clothar,’ he said. ‘The fault is mine. I should have known that an old man in black robes, sitting in a corner black with shadows, would not be seen or suspected here. Forgive me, my Frankish friend.’

I collected myself quickly and begged his pardon for my own lack of observation and my ill manners in having ignored him, and the awkward moment passed. Finally I glanced from him to Arthur, and then back to Merlyn.

‘The King seems ill pleased with your advice, Lord Merlyn.’

‘Aye, he is. But for my sins I am his counsellor, and as adviser, it is my duty to dispense advice on matters I deem to have import. This matter of a queen, in my consideration, has great import.’

‘Aye, in your eyes, perhaps. Not so in mine.’ Arthur’s voice was tight with tension, but Merlyn ignored that. He merely sat and stared at the High King, his student and protégé, and I saw the whiteness of his eyes flicker within the cowl that shrouded his head as he blinked.

‘You must marry, Arthur,’ he said eventually, ‘like it or no. The welfare of your realm demands and requires it. Without a queen to share your life, you will continue to be seen by many as no more than an upstart warlord with no legitimacy. With the mere presence of a queen, however, you will give the lie to all such calumny and will be perceived as a man of integrity and strength – a man in search of permanence. A queen will bestow upon you the appearance of solid strength, and a wish to establish and rule a united and peaceful civilized kingdom.’

I recognized the truth of Merlyn’s words as he spoke, even as I recognized Arthur’s unwillingness to accept them, and to avert the outburst that I knew was coming I turned back to Arthur.

‘Have you seen this daughter of Pelinore’s?’

He threw me a withering glance. ‘Of course I’ve seen her. Don’t tell me you haven’t. I can’t even walk to the latrines without tripping over her.’

‘Ah! Ugly, is she?’

‘No, damn it, she is not ugly! To some people she might be highly attractive … she is well made and she has wealth and power for the offering, involving security and support as an ally of Pelinore. But she has no attractions for me. None of them have. None.’

‘Nary a one, eh? How many have there been?’ Knowing that he was not going to answer me, I turned to where Merlyn sat watching. ‘Master Merlyn, you are our resident sorcerer. Can’t you put this poor fellow out of his misery?’

The black shape in the darkness of the shadows stirred, as though it were shaking its head, and when the words came they were slow and distinct, almost drawling in their delivery. ‘No, Seur Clothar, I cannot. The misery, you see, is of the poor fellow’s own concoction. No one else would ever recognize it for what it is in the eyes of our Riothamus. They, being ordinary men, would see nothing but good fortune in having fair women pining to take care of them and to be taken by them, but our High King sees naught but jeopardy and peril in such things – entrapments strewn around and about him by scheming women anxious to possess his soul.’

‘Where’s the Pendragon? Where is the High King? Why is he not here? Are we abandoned by our host against the laws of hospitality?’

The rough-toned, belligerent voice came up from below, loud and drunken enough to silence much of the din in the hall, and even before I could begin to react, Arthur was already at the balcony railing. He threw one leg casually over the rail and sat astride the barrier, raising his voice to overcome the other man’s.

‘Padraic, you brazen Eirish trumpet, lift your eyes and look above yourself for once! I am up here, talking with the messenger who could not make himself heard over the noise of your snoring down there – not without shouting into my ear for everyone nearby to hear, and some messages are … delicate.’ His pronunciation of the last word dripped with salacious overtones, implying that the King had secrets that concerned women, and it evoked a great shout of raucous and appreciative laughter from his bleary-eyed audience, many of whom had been wakened by the shouting.

Padraic Mac Athol’s voice came right back at him, loud and unrepentant. ‘We were talking, you and I, and had not done. Then I turn around and you are gone. What kind of trickery is that?’

‘Trickery? And you turned around and lost me, is that it? We spoke last, you and I, nigh on an hour ago, and in the middle of a word you spilt your beer, fell forward into your platter of food and started snoring. So I moved on, thinking you had grown tired of my company.’

There was a moment of silence while the crowd digested that, and then they broke into a roar of delight, and as the crescendo swelled, Arthur swung his other leg over the rail and launched himself into the air, flawlessly catching one of the heavy ropes that anchored the massive candleholder above the centre of the enormous room. He swung there for a moment, looking down on the heads of the startled crowd, most of whom were still screaming in approbation, then dropped effortlessly onto one of the tables, landing easily, with knees flexed, among the debris of the meal that littered the tabletop, before bounding down to the floor and making his way through the revellers to the head table, where he seated himself and bent his elbow around the neck of his friendly tormentor.

Merlyn had stood up and come to my side while this was going on, and now he said quietly, ‘That was a fool’s gambit. He could have broken a leg.’ He spoke in Latin, a far more subtle and dexterous language than the Coastal Tongue we had been speaking until then, and I knew that the change from one language to the other, with its increase in nuances, was not insignificant. We had progressed to more important topics now, but I was ignorant of what or why.

I responded to his comment in the same language, my Latin fluent and effortless. ‘Perhaps so, Master Merlyn. But at the moment you spoke, I was thinking that it was an inspired thing to do. He turned a moment of potential criticism into a small triumph. Quick thinking, and an eye for the right thing at the right time.’

The cowled head nodded, slowly and deeply. Even at this range, his face was completely shrouded from sight. ‘I agree, and when I was your age I would have applauded. Old age brings with it a certain … reticence … a tendency to shun physical risks that is unknown to younger men. And I am old, nowadays, it seems.’ He shuffled away, back towards his shadowed corner, speaking over his shoulder to me as he went. ‘Tell me, if you will, about this idea of yours concerning the sword and sharing its power.’

‘You have heard about that?’ I could not conceal my surprise and pleasure that Arthur would have brought this matter to Merlyn’s attention so soon, on the very day of our return, but before the words had fully left my lips I regretted them. One of the first things I had learned about Merlyn Britannicus was that he never wasted words and he never stated the obvious. Once again, however, his graciousness saved me from embarrassment.

‘How could I not have? Arthur came to find me as soon as he had dismissed his army and turned them over to you and the others. He could not wait to share your idea with me, said it was the most innovative and exciting thing he had heard in the entire duration of the campaign. And so I closed all doors and shut the two of us off from everyone for more than an hour while he told me everything you had proposed. And I will tell you without guile that I listened throughout, with never an attempt to interrupt him.

‘You think his move there was inspiring?’ The black-cowled head nodded towards the railing and then turned back to me, allowing me to see the pallor of white skin deep within the sheltering hood. ‘This idea of yours might well inspire all of our people to great things. It is a truly inspirational notion. But Arthur could not tell me enough about it to satisfy the fire he lit in my mind in such a brief time. He has the enthusiasm, but not yet a complete understanding of what must be involved. And so you and I must talk, and discuss this idea with a view to making it a reality.’ He paused, motionless, and I could visualize his lips pursed in thought. ‘But not here,’ he resumed. ‘I can’t hear myself think. Will you walk with me to my quarters? We can talk there both in quietness and in privacy.’

We left the small gallery together and made our way down the steep outer stairs in silence, each of us immersed in his own thoughts, and neither of us spoke until we had arrived at the long, wooden barracks building that housed Merlyn’s few possessions. It was a single-story building shared by eight senior garrison officers, and Merlyn’s quarters, sealed off from the main part of the unit and with a private door for his personal use, took up one entire end. He held the door open for me, waving me inside, and I stepped into a room lit by the flame of a single candle of fine beeswax. I had been there before, but not often, and so I was unsurprised by its spartan appointments; it contained nothing but a cot, a work table, two chairs and a shelving unit made of planks supported on boxes. I knew that there were two coat pegs in the wall to my left, and I debated taking off my cloak, but then I decided to keep it on, since there was a bite to the air that night.

‘Sit, please, and pardon me while I provide us with more light.’ I did as he bade me while he lit four more candles from the flame of the first, placing each in turn where its light would do the most good. Finally he was finished, and he came back to the other chair, but stood there, hesitating as though seeing me in some strange light that I myself could not see. Once again, I felt a stir of shapeless, superstitious fear eddy about the small of my back, but it was a fleeting thing and quickly banished by Merlyn’s next words.

‘Tell me,’ he said, his expression unchanged, ‘about this title that you have, this ranking … this word by which I addressed you when I first spoke your name this evening.’

‘What word is that, Master Merlyn?’

‘This Seur. I call you Seur Clothar because I know it is the Frankish way. What does it mean?’

I spread my hands wide, indicating my ignorance, and mystified why such a simple little word should suddenly assume such significance. I had been using it ever since I came to Camulod, although probably not often, but no one had ever remarked on it before, and now both Arthur and Merlyn had challenged me on it.

‘Why, it means nothing at all, as far as I am aware. It is merely a form of address among my people, nothing more. Do you have nothing like it in your tongue?’

‘Not at all, neither in the Latin we are speaking now, nor in the Coastal Tongue, nor in any of the languages spoken by our various tribes. I only know it from having met and spoken with several of your fellow Franks, over the years, and all of them seemed to use it constantly. Many of them even applied it to me. I assume it to be a term of respect?’

‘Oh yes, it is, very much so.’

‘Explain, please. How is it used? How earned, and awarded?’

I had to stop and think deeply before I could answer that, because the silly, short little word and its explanation grew more and more complicated as I sought to grapple with its meaning. Merlyn sat and waited, and although I could not see his eyes, I could feel him watching me intently.

‘Well,’ I began eventually, ‘in the first place … its most obvious meaning … it implies respect, as you say. It is the term any of my people would use in speaking to someone older and more … distinguished is the word that is in my mind here … more distinguished than they are. And yet, even that’s not accurate. An apprentice speaking to his master would certainly call him Seur, as would a peasant speaking to the man who owns the land on which the peasant lives. But then, a merchant, too, in dealing with male customers of his own rank and status, will frequently if not always call them Seur. And so will a tavern keeper, in speaking to certain of his patrons – although certainly not to all of them. The distinction, therefore, is not always one of simple rank or standing or possessions … Is what I am saying making sense?’

‘Oh yes.’ Merlyn’s voice was very soft. ‘I find it fascinating.’

It crossed my mind to wonder why he should be so fascinated with a single word, even if it did represent an idea, but by then I was myself fascinated with finding an exact definition that would tie down the nebulous thoughts teeming in my mind. In the end, however, I had to throw up my hands and admit defeat, unable to arrive at a satisfying, let alone definitive, answer.

‘I confess, Master Merlyn, I can tell you nothing more than I have already. It is a word, no more than that, a term that is used in honour, and in recognition, of many different things … many attributes … But why should the word interest you?’

‘Curiosity, no more than that for the moment.’ He raised his right arm and exposed his outstretched hand as though brushing the matter aside. ‘Back to your sword idea. We must apply ourselves to the structure of the ceremony involved.’ I heard what he had said but I lost awareness as he continued on this new track, for it had struck me forcibly – I had no idea why now, after all the time I had known him – upon seeing his right hand outstretched, that I had never seen his left hand. I looked now at the arm by his left side and saw the extreme length of the sleeve that covered it. The shape of his hand there was plainly discernible, but the material of the long sleeve draped over it completely and hung down far longer than any sleeve I had ever seen on anyone. The right hand was disfigured, its two smallest fingers twisted and claw-like, and I remembered the story of how Merlyn, during a war fought several years before I myself arrived in Britain, had fallen into a fire in his enemy’s camp and had been badly burned trying to rescue the severed head of his brother Ambrose from the flames. That he had been disfigured in that incident I had no doubt; I had seen the scar tissue on his right hand. I had heard other tales, however, of darker explanations for Merlyn’s concealment of himself from ordinary eyes. People spoke in hushed, dread-filled whispers about his being a leper, the most feared of human creatures.

I had always found a grim kind of humour in that, for the plain fact was that among ordinary folk, Merlyn, without the blight of leprosy, was already, in his own right and by his own contrivance, one of the most feared of human creatures: he had deliberately made himself appear to be a sorcerer, using people’s fear of the black arts and their practitioners to ensure that he would be left alone to do what he must do, without interference by petty meddlers.

I suddenly became aware of silence and saw that Merlyn had stopped speaking and was now waiting for me to respond to whatever he had said or asked me about.

There was no point in attempting to disguise my inattention. ‘Forgive me, Master Merlyn, my mind was miles from here, distracted by foolish thoughts, and I did not hear your question.’

The white, disfigured hand withdrew into its sleeve. ‘I asked no question. I simply stopped talking, noting that your mind was elsewhere. There is nothing to forgive in that. It happens to me all the time.’

I attempted a smile, feeling my face flush, but he continued, ‘I had been saying that Arthur mentioned something about a vigil, to be undertaken by the participants on the night before the ceremony. Can you tell me why you would propose such a thing, and what prompted the thought?’

‘Aye, Master Merlyn, I can and I will.’ I went on then, for some time, to tell him what had been in my mind when Arthur and I spoke of this; how Arthur himself had spent the night before his coronation in prayer and contemplation under the guidance of Bishop Enos of Saint Alban’s Shrine and the other bishops who would consecrate the following day’s ceremonies. His vigil had been a ritual cleansing, so that the new king would be shriven and properly prepared to participate in the solemnity of what was to be a unique and portentous event, the first event of such stature in Britain since the advent of Christianity and the first coronation of a Riothamus since antiquity.

It seemed only fitting to me, I explained, that if the events we were discussing were to be carried out at all, it would be in the interests of everyone involved to mark their importance by establishing some similar form of preliminary and preparatory ritual to be followed by the participants before the actual ceremony.

‘How important should these matters be?’ Merlyn asked me.

I had to school my face to conceal my surprise that the answer should not be self-evident to him. I told him, however, that I felt very strongly that a ceremony of this kind, a new and unprecedented rite, deserved to have all the solemnity and sense of occasion that we could possibly bring to it. ‘Even if that means – and I believe it should mean – bringing in at least one and possibly several bishops to sanctify the proceedings and to envelop them in the mantle of the Church’s sanctity.’

His shrouded head nodded slowly several times, and then he sat back in his seat, raising his right hand again to pull his cowl even farther forward over his face.

‘Enos is dead,’ he said. ‘He died last spring. Word reached us at midsummer. His place has been taken by a man called Anselm, whom I have never met. He did not attend the High King making. But by all accounts I have received, and I have been at pains to find out all I can of him, he seems to be an able bishop and a worthy man. I agree with everything you have said. This plan of yours could be the making of Arthur’s best designs. So I will write to Bishop Anselm, explaining what it is that we intend to do and inviting him to visit us for the occasion or, failing that, to send another in his stead. Before I can do that, however, we will have to name a time and a place for the occasion, whatever form it might finally take.

‘But now, and with that foregoing point in mind, I must ask you what might seem to be a foolish question: what is it, exactly, that we intend to do in this? It seemed to me, listening to Arthur at the outset, tripping over his tongue at times in his enthusiasm, that although the idea was good – the thought of extending the protection of Excalibur’s supposed magic, the apparent gift of invulnerability, to the King’s captains is greatly attractive – yet the realities of life and the godlessness of battle must set it all at naught from the moment when the first man sustains a cut or a wound of any description. The perception of invulnerability is no more than that, a perception, for of course there is no such thing as invulnerability. Even Achilles had his fatal heel.’

I was listening closely, but while he spoke I stood up and crossed to where one of the candles was sitting in a strong draft, guttering and flickering noisily and blowing its flame to one side, where it was melting the protective rim around the bowl of the wick. I moved it out of the draft and turned back towards Merlyn.

‘I have been thinking much the same thing for several days now. There is no such thing as invulnerability. So why should we even consider this course of action? And yet, Master Merlyn, I am convinced that we are doing the right thing here. I cannot tell you why – not quite, not yet – but there is nevertheless a vastly pleasing rightness to the thoughts going through my head. We are discussing a new and exciting idea, and it has to do with the perceived power of the King’s sword, Excalibur. But even more so, it has to do with the King himself, and the tasks he has set himself, and with the qualities of the men he has assembled to help him in those tasks. By honouring these men in this way, we will be exalting them, elevating them, rendering them finer and better than they formerly were, and setting them apart from the common herd. We will – or Arthur will, as High King – endow the participants with something new, something noble and fine—’

‘Founding and establishing a new order.’

‘What did you say?’ I managed to gasp eventually.

‘I said we would be founding and establishing a new order. Isn’t that what you are describing? And isn’t it what you reminded me I had promised to do when first you came to Britain, to found a new order to the greater glory of God?’

‘Yes,’ I said, still astounded by what he had said. ‘Yes, it is, and it was, but … but it was not my task to do it … to come up with the idea … That was to be your responsibility.’

‘Fortunate, then, that I have the intellect and am responsible enough to recognize a brilliant idea when I hear it, and incisive enough to act upon it then, even though it be not mine.’

I was still gaping, my head filled with memories. ‘Bishop Germanus … I remember he said…’ I cleared my throat and shook my head to clear it. ‘I remember asking Bishop Germanus what form this new order should take, and being astonished that he should have no idea, no slightest thought or opinion on the matter. He said to me then that when the time came, God would supply the inspiration and everything would fall into place naturally.’

‘And it seems he might have been correct. So, what will you call this new order?’

‘I … I have no idea. I’m not even sure that this will be an order. There are, as I said earlier, no more than a handful of men involved.’

‘Aye, in the first ceremony, but once you elevate those, once that has been done and been seen to be done, every eligible man in the armies will want to enjoy the same status. And having elevated and honoured your first inductees to the order, how will you distinguish them?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, quite simply, that this rite, this ceremony, whatever final form it may eventually take, will, as we have already agreed, set its participants aside from their fellows and mark them as very special people. How, then, will you mark that? What must we do to ensure that no one ever loses sight of the truth that these men have undergone a singular and life-changing ceremony? For that is what this will do to them. Their lives will never be the same again. They will have gone into the ceremony as one man, and emerged at the other end as a completely different person. How will you mark that, so that no one can doubt it?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘I do. You give them a title – one that no one else can use.’

‘You mean, like Legate?’

‘No. Like Seur.’

I could feel the uncomprehending look on my face. ‘Forgive me,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

‘I am saying that we will endow each man with a title that will mark him as having been raised to prominence by the High King under the protection of Excalibur. And we will take that title from your language, not ours, since your tongue has a very specific word that none of ours has. And that word is Seur – a term of respect and honour. Thus, when a man like Bedwyr is received into the order, he is awarded the name and title Seur Bedwyr, and he will be set apart and known by that name and ranking forever after.’

‘Seur Bedwyr…’ I repeated it after him, slowly, rolling the sound of it around my tongue, savouring it, testing it. ‘Seur Bedwyr … Seur Clothar … Seur Perceval…’ I could feel his eyes on me, waiting for my opinion. ‘I like that,’ I said. ‘It sounds right, feels right. Do you think it will work?’

‘You mean, can we make it work, so that people will accept it? Aye, I think it will work easily. Arthur will like it, too, and so he’ll make it work. It’s a new word, a new title, but the people will take to it because it will describe a new kind of warrior, a champion, recognized and honoured by the High King. It will work, you wait and see.’
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The catalyst to all the various ideas that had been teeming in our minds on this matter of the King’s new order came while we were campaigning in the north and east that summer, more of a progress than a war campaign, in truth, in that we were parading our military strength for all the kings whose lands we visited to marvel over, and to let them consider, and sometimes reconsider, their commitment to Arthur’s leadership. We had been ready, in the spring, to deal with Horsa’s host, but he had vanished with the snows, and so we had set out to make the best of a promising start to the new year by demonstrating our readiness to our allies. Most of the kings and chiefs, faced with our military strength, did not have to dig too deeply to find reasons for befriending us, and once agreement had been reached or found, Arthur proved himself to be a Magister in fact, an adept in the skills of enlisting loyalty and friendship while doing nothing to lessen or diminish any king’s hold on his own lands or people.

The few exceptions who perceived us as threatening, or even invading, enemies and chose to make war on us were quickly dealt with and deposed, their places filled by others more inclined to moderation and compromise.

On the day in question we had approached the great Roman fortress of Deva, home for four hundred years to the Twentieth Legion, the Valeria Victrix. Deva, safe behind its mighty walls, was now a prosperous trading and farming community of more than four thousand souls, and we had come there to visit its king, a man called Symmachus whom I had met three years earlier, during my stay in Verulamium with the venerable Bishop Enos. Arthur had high hopes of aligning Symmachus with our cause of unification, but Symmachus had been cool to several earlier approaches by intermediaries and I had reservations about the likelihood of his undergoing a change of heart, even face to face with Arthur.

I had not liked Symmachus when I met him in Verulamium. In fact I had found him remarkably easy to dislike. He was cold and aloof, disapproving and inimical and completely without charm, all of that disregarding the fact that he believed, utterly without reason, that I had designs on his elder daughter, Cynthia.

Notwithstanding my concerns over the warmth of our welcome, however, I had been looking forward with more than a little anticipation to meeting the king’s remarkable younger daughter again. Maia was skinny and long legged and self-contained without being in any way like her elder sister, and even at twelve or thirteen years old she had been, and she remained, the only person I ever met who could cast my throwing lances properly with natural ease.

Both Arthur and I were destined to be disappointed in Deva, however, for Symmachus and his retinue, including his wife and daughters, were not in residence that summer. They had gone again to Verulamium, to offer prayers there at the Shrine of Saint Alban, where they had conceived a child, another daughter, on their first visit. Unwelcome as the news of their absence was to us, I did not find it particularly surprising, since the king’s two eldest daughters had been born to his first wife, long since dead. The first visit he and his new queen had made to Saint Alban’s Shrine, when I met them, had been for the express purpose of enlisting the aid of the Blessed Alban in their endeavours to have a child of their own. Now they had returned to petition the saint’s additional intercession in the matter of a son and heir.

We learned all of this when we stopped before the main gates of the massive fortress to make ourselves known to the guard commander. A small party of us – Arthur, myself and Tristan, Perceval’s younger brother who had accompanied us to Britain after serving for years as a mercenary in the pay of Rome, accompanied by our squires and a ten-man mounted escort – had ridden in advance of our army, to avoid giving rise to any alarm over our approach and to allay any hasty impressions of our intent being less than peaceful.

We had been held there, however, in front of the closed gates, to await the arrival of the officer, who finally emerged, looking distinctly flustered, to inform us that there was no one there of suitable rank to receive us.

‘Then we must simply regret a lost opportunity,’ Arthur responded, ‘and will leave immediately and bother you no further. When King Symmachus returns, pass on the word to him, if you will, that we were riding by his lands, on our way homeward to Camulod from the north, and decided upon a whim to offer our respects. A misfortunate piece of timing, but such things occur and there is little to be done about them. May I ask your name, Captain?’

The man’s face was a study in indecision, for now that Arthur had announced his intention to leave immediately, the hapless fellow was at once concerned over whether he had done the right thing in refusing us admission to Deva. Flushing deep red now, he cleared his throat and told us that his name was Gardolf, Chief Captain of the Castle Garrison. Arthur inclined his head and put the man’s mind at ease again.

‘Our thanks to you, Master Gardolf, for your courtesy, but may I ask one more consideration of you? I have an army at my back, but it is disciplined and well behaved, far from being a rabble. It is also an army happy to be going home unbloodied for once. Is there some place nearby where we might quarter them for the night? We number a thousand and a half, so we need space for men and horses, and ideally a source of running water. We will gladly pay in coin for the privilege of using such a place, and will be gone southward in the morning.’

To the captain’s credit, he did not even consider accepting Arthur’s offer. He frowned slightly, thinking, and then his face lit up in a smile. ‘I know the perfect spot for you, my lord King,’ he answered. ‘Less than two leagues directly to the south of here you will find an abandoned farm. It sits in a broad mountain glen, close to the main south road. The villa was destroyed nigh on twenty years ago by raiders in from the shore, and the landowner was killed, with all his family. It has lain empty since, for it’s too far from any source of help should raiders come again. But it will suit you well. The fields are overgrown but they are large and spacious, free of heavy trees, and there’s a river there, with clean, sweet water.’

We thanked him and took our leave to rejoin our army, and less than two hours later we arrived at the place he had described.

Arthur sat watching as our squadrons filed precisely into their appointed places for an overnight camp and dismounted, and while the infantry contingents set to the preliminary work of laying out the encampment, our troopers attended to their mounts immediately, before going to join the foot soldiers in their labours. When everything was solidly under way, the King swung his horse around and beckoned me to ride with him, and I rode beside him in silence until we reached the ruined shell of what had once been a magnificent villa. We dismounted and went into the open ruins of the atrium, where a rubble-filled fountain still stood in the centre of a hub of intersecting pathways that had once led to the various parts of the great house. The pathways themselves were of fitted slabs of stone, each slab hexagonal, the work of a master stonemason, but many of them had been torn up and broken, and the entire surface of the place was littered with broken shards of marble, masonry and clay roof tiles.

Arthur walked slowly forward, his nailed boots grating on the rubble, and lifted one foot to rest it on the lower rim of the fountain as he looked about him, his elbow resting on his upraised knee.

‘D’you know what a Vandal is, Lancie?’

‘Aye, my lord, they are a tribe from the eastern marches of the Empire. Flavius Stilicho was a Vandal.’

The King snorted, half laugh, half curse. ‘Aye, he was. But Flavius Stilicho was a very enlightened Vandal, his family civilized by hundreds of years of Roman living. In the beginning of things, when the Vandals first appeared on Roman soil, they became famed for depredations like this…’ He waved his arm about the atrium. ‘Wanton, destructive savagery, ruination and defilement for the pure love of creating chaos and havoc. The reputation they earned for themselves will never be forgotten, for whenever cultured men see violence and destruction on this kind of scale, they will recall the Vandals.’ He looked around him again. ‘The people who did this must have been remarkably like those Vandals of old. Have you ever seen such devastation? This place was beautiful once, so why was it destroyed?’ He straightened up, gripping his waist in his hands and arching his spine backwards, easing the kinks caused by a long day in the saddle.

‘I spent much of my early childhood in a place much like this, among flowering gardens. You know it – the Villa Britannicus. No one lives in it now – not permanently, I mean, for we use it as guest quarters, as you know, and the gardens there today grow vegetables where once there were flowers. But when I was a lad it was still in daily use by the descendants of the Britannicus and Varrus families.’ Again he looked about him, turning in a complete circle this time to scan everything he could see. ‘This is what we are fighting for, Clothar – places like this, and for the right that people in this land have always had to build places like this, and then to live in them in peace.’ He shrugged, flexing his shoulders this time. ‘Well, that may be an exaggeration. Before the Romans came, the people here lived in huts of clay. But that was five hundred years ago, and there have been houses like this in Britain for the past two hundred years, and if we fail to stem this rising tide of incoming Saxons, they’ll all end up in ruins like this one. Walk with me, my friend. Seeing this kind of blasphemy inspires me to deep anger and a greater resolve to do what I have to do.’

For the next quarter hour we walked among the ruins of the ancient house, mostly in silence, with Arthur pausing every now and then to indicate something he wanted to bring to my attention, and while I was looking into a tumbled pile of stones that had once been a smithy – the rusted anvil stuck out through the rubble beside the nozzle of an archaic bellows – a small, unexpected shape caught my eye. I went forward to retrieve it and found it to be a plain wooden box.

‘What is it?’ Arthur asked as I picked it up. He had come to stand at my shoulder, and I shook my head, holding the box out to him.

‘I don’t know. A box of some kind. It’s hinged. And really old, I think.’

‘Really old, there’s no doubt of that. Look, you can see it was varnished once.’ He was picking with one thumbnail at the patina I had thought was ingrained dirt, but he quickly used both hands to prise the lid open and then stood rapt, so that I had to lean forward to see what he had discovered. It took me some time to make any sense out of what I saw in its blackened interior. The box itself, from front to back, was the breadth of my hand, and about two-thirds of that in depth, and I guessed that its measured length would be slightly greater than the same hand from mid-wrist to fingertip, but all I could see of its exposed contents was a blackened mass that appeared to be hopelessly tangled upon itself. Arthur knew what he was looking at, evidently, and he grunted deep in his throat and turned the container upside down, allowing the mass to drop into his open hand before he stooped to lay the box on the ground at his feet. He pulled what he held apart and showed me one piece in each hand.

‘Spurs,’ he said, and I recognized them immediately as he tossed one of them to me for my inspection. As it thumped into my hand I was surprised by the unexpected weight of it. ‘These were someone’s pride at one time,’ he continued. ‘Solid silver, and finely wrought. Look at the workmanship, the engraving. It’s hard to see, under all that tarnish, but there are words there … Look, I was right.’ He had drawn a knife from his belt as he spoke and used the point to make a tiny scratch on the metal, exposing the bright silver underneath. I held mine up to my eyes, peering closely at it in the sunlight.

‘You are right.’ I held the spur closer, squinting to make out whatever was stamped into the metal in tiny letters that were blacker than the blackness surrounding them. ‘Looks like a name … I think it’s Petrus something … Yes, it is. Petrus Trebo…’

‘Trebonius?’

‘Aye, that’s it. Petrus Trebonius something or other … Cinna! Now there’s an ancient name, Cinna. Petrus Trebonius Cinna. I wonder who he was.’

‘He was a senior officer in the Twentieth Legion, according to this spur. And he was a knight, an Equestrian, in rank.’

I blinked, all awareness of my companion’s regal stature forgotten. ‘How do you know that?’

He peered again at the spur he held. ‘Hold on, there’s something else here, on the other side of the shank, but it’s not very clear.’ He turned his back to me, holding the spur up to catch the maximum light, and for a moment there was silence. I turned my own spur over, but I could see no writing on the other side of it.

‘Claudius,’ he whispered then. ‘Claudius Imperator. This thing was made during the reign of Claudius Caesar, Clothar. Do you know how long ago that was? Five hundred years. Or close to it. It was Claudius who built the fortress here at Deva, to house the six thousand men of the Twenty-second Legion.’

I nodded. ‘That’s almost too long ago to imagine. You didn’t answer my question. How do you know this fellow was a knight?’

He grinned and held up the spur, pointing with it at the one I held. ‘Because of these. They are far from ordinary. Commoners and even patricians wore iron spurs … Well, perhaps wealthy patricians might have owned golden ones, but only knights owned silver spurs. It was a jealously guarded privilege. Silver spurs were the symbol of the rank and status of an Equestrian, and the conferring of them was a great honour dating from Republican times, before the Caesars. It signified that the wearer of the spurs had distinguished himself in the service of Rome and was entitled to own a horse that was fed and stabled at the expense of the State.’ His face became solemn and he looked down at the spur he held, tapping its pointed end against his other palm.

‘The truth is, Lancie, that the creation of the Equestrian ranking was something of a revolution within the Republic. It marked the beginning of the middle class, a new order of society, because before that time, there were only two possibilities governing a man’s station in life – two classes. You were either a patrician, born into one of the original founding families of earliest Rome, or you were a common citizen, a plebeian, the nominal equal of the mob, no matter how hard you worked or how much wealth you might pile up. With the creation of the knightly class, the Equestrians, all of that changed within a short space of time. A new order of society was born.’ He looked at me again, his eyes wide. ‘Are you hearing what I am saying, Lancie?’

‘I think so, but I don’t see the connection to the new order we have been discussing. Were these military men?’

‘You tell me. What do you know of Roman history?’

‘Not much of the early history, apart from what I learned as a lad in school.’ I thought back to my early days in Auxerre, trying to recall my lessons. ‘Aye, they were. All men were in those days. Farmers in time of peace, they were expected to turn out to fight in time of war.’

‘Which was most of the time. Thirty-five years they were expected – no, they were obliged – to fight, from the age of majority at sixteen until they were old men of fifty-one. After that, those who remained alive were free to stay at home if they so wished. But Rome had no standing army at that time. That would not come into existence for nigh on five hundred years, under Gaius Marius. And they almost never used cavalry. The soldiers of the Republic were farmers who had been trained to fight in the manner that would one day conquer the world for them. Standing side by side like rocks in a streambed and defying anyone and everyone to come and beat them face to face.’

‘So why the conferring of spurs and State-fed horses?’

‘As an acknowledgment of honour. These men were heroes, but most of them were ordinary citizens and far from wealthy enough to own and feed a horse. The gift of the spurs and a public horse entitled and enabled them to take their pride of place and ride in public parades and spectacles.’

‘There must have been very few of them, then. How could they become a class?’

‘By emulation. As the State grew wealthy, which it very quickly did, a community of rich merchants soon came into existence. All of them were plebeian, for patricians never soiled their hands with open commerce. The new riches were owned by shopkeepers, traders and brokers of varying kinds, and as they amassed their fortunes, they grew hungry for distinction from the common mob. And so, being as rich as they were, and corruption being what it is, they soon began to buy advancement by the only avenue open to them: they became Equestrian knights. In such cases, of course, their knighthood was conferred without the attendant State-fed horse, but they were all rich enough to care nothing for that. They were happy to provide their own horses, so long as they could hold the rank and ride in the parades.’

‘Hmm. That sounds neither distinguished nor admirable, so why are you so excited about the order?’

‘Because it was there, Clothar. It existed. Look at these things! Ugly old discoloured spurs, black with neglect and unused for hundreds of years, their leather straps perished beyond repair, as though they were made of ancient, ill-formed wood; their former owner dead and lost to history, and their entire significance lost to the world today, fallen into disuse and oblivion. Yet were we to take the time to polish them and replace the perished straps with new leather, they would be magnificent again, as bright and beautiful as when they first were made, and people would admire them.’

‘And so? Forgive me, Arthur, but I’m not following you.’

He clasped his hands together, cupping the old spur between them. ‘Suppose, purely for the sake of supposition, that we were to reinstate the Order of Equestrians under another name. And in so doing, suppose we were to issue silver spurs in open tribute to men of established honour and integrity. What would you think?’

‘An order of knights, you mean.’

‘An order of knights, each man raised to the order by the rite that you first thought of, the benediction involving the laying of Excalibur upon the candidates’ shoulders, and confirmed in his rank by the privilege of wearing the silver spurs of knighthood that he has earned.’

‘That sounds impressive, given that it be properly done.’

‘It will be, I promise you that.’

‘Where would you begin? Who would qualify, and how?’

‘The how part is easy: through prowess, military and otherwise.’

‘Otherwise? What does that mean?’

‘Integrity; loyalty; propriety; devotion to duty; admirable conduct in the man’s own life, setting an example to others. There is no lack of qualifications to fill the “otherwise” category. And I would start with my own leaders, as I have intended from the outset. Each man among them is a trusted friend and an able, tested and tried commander of men. You yourself would be among the first, as would your two friends Tristan and Perceval. And some of my own dearest friends have been at my side since boyhood without ever flagging in their loyalty and love: Bedwyr, Gwin and Ghilleadh prime among them, although there are several others, the current commanders of the forces of Camulod.’

‘How many in all?’

‘Eight, each of them an able general today. Their elevation to the order will simply acknowledge their honour and their contributions to Camulod.’

‘So you are including the infantry commanders.’

‘Of course I am. They all ride horses much of the time. They are entitled to the spurs.’

I held up my hands in surrender. ‘You’ll get no argument from me on that. And eight is a good number for a beginning, but others will be clamouring for admission once the significance of what has happened here starts to become plain. Merlyn believes that, and so do I.’

‘And so do I, and that is as it should be.’ The King smiled, and this time I saw him as the King, and not simply my friend Arthur. ‘Let them clamour, and let them swarm, for the greater the competition for admission, the higher will be the standards set for those who qualify. We will begin with my chosen eight, all of them legate generals of Camulod. Thereafter, we will fill the ranks of their subordinates with officers qualified to take their places when the time comes, and as our armies grow and expand in size, we will have a ready stock of well-trained, highly qualified commanders.’

‘But—’

‘But what, my friend?’

‘Two things, my lord.’

‘Start with the first.’

‘I am no legate general of Camulod, nor are Perceval and Tristan.’

He smiled again, and his voice was soft when he answered, ‘You will be, all three, once you wear the silver spurs. You are qualified in every other respect. Your second thought…?’

‘Will every member of the order be an officer?’

‘Why is that important to you at this time?’

I cleared my throat before being blunt, despite knowing I had no need to fear any consequences. Arthur had that kind of presence; a man tended to think twice before demurring to anything he said or thought as King.

‘It seems to me you might lose many an opportunity for greatness if qualification for entry to the order is confined to those of … a certain station.’

He looked at me calmly, one eyebrow rising high, one corner of his mouth rising in concert with it to form an ironic little smile. ‘A certain birth and station, you mean, do you not? How well do you know Dynas?’

‘The quartermaster? Not well, personally. But I know he is a wonder at what he does.’

‘Well, that’s an encouraging beginning. He is the best I have ever known. Cultivate him, Lancie, for he will be your quartermaster in the years to come, and your very existence in the field may hinge at some crucial point upon the love he bears for you as his commander. Dynas’s parents are but simple people, hardworking but penniless, and he began his life in the service of Camulod as a kitchen pot boy, the lowest of the low. How far think you he might have risen if his abilities had been affected or restricted by his station in life?’

I had no reply to that, but the King continued speaking, waiting for none. ‘There, in the case of our worthy and invaluable Dynas, lies the answer to your conundrum. Birth and station will have no place in the determination of what might make a man eligible for advancement into the order. Acceptance, in and of itself, will determine nobility and worthiness. Can you see it, Lance? All the members of our order riding out together – a gathering of warriors equal in prowess though not necessarily in rank? And the silver spurs alone will set a man apart from the ruck of commonality.’
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