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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PART ONE


The Emissary




CHAPTER ONE


Dyfed, AD 492


This was the end, then! After seven days at sea, weakened by hunger and exhaustion, he was to be smashed to pieces on the rocks of the very coast that had been his destination, all that time ago.


How sour the humour and whim of fate could be. To have fought so hard for his Warlord, to have discovered so much, and to have come so close, so near to bringing his news to the very fort from which he had been dispatched – and then to be cheated by those seas in which he had swum as a boy – to be killed by those rocks from which he had dived as a youth, when the war with the Saxons had seemed so far away, so many years distant!


What wouldn’t he give, now, for the strength of that great warrior across the sea, the invulnerable warrior, the Mad Bear who could mean so much to the Briton’s cause against the advancing heathens!


But he had no strength, not now, not any more; and there was no way of letting Arthur know of his plight, and of what he had discovered, far away, in the boglands of Eriu …


Crouched on the cliff top, overlooking the narrow, rocky cove, a small boy watched as the tiny long boat was swept through rain and billowing waves towards its inevitable destruction.


The cold autumn rain drove from the sea and almost blinded him. He huddled lower and swept back his long, black hair, peering out across the violent sea in his efforts to try and discern the vessel more clearly. There was a man lying in the bottom of the boat, and the boy could not tell at this distance whether he was alive or dead.


Waves broke against the soft, grey sand and already wood and fragments of leather equipment were washing on to the beach; soon the boat would smash against the dark, crystalline rocks that poked above the waves like teeth, and then the beach would become littered with the remnants of this strange arrival.


Before the boy could find his legs, however, and run to the beach ready to pick up the pieces, two brown-robed monks appeared at the far end of the grey sands and came swiftly towards the rocks. They lifted their skirts high, bare feet and white legs moving fast and urgent as they covered the ground towards where the boat would soon be pitched ashore by the storm winds.


The boy huddled deeper into his sodden wool garments, feeling the icy rain send chill fingers deep into his flesh. This first rain of the new season had come inland swiftly and taken him by surprise, and only the sight of the helpless boat had kept him by the shore, looking outwards, yonder, to the invisible land of the Gaels – Eriu.


He recognised the monks and immediately shivered with something more than cold.


The older of them carried a small crucifix before him, lifting it above his head with his right hand, whilst with his left he grappled and clutched at his robe. His bald head, not even rimmed by a thin circle of hair, glistened in the rainy daylight; water ran from his beaked nose, made him appear to be crying voluminous tears.


The younger monk, a taller individual, dark-haired save for the small shaved patch on the crown of his head, reached the shoreline first, and stood in the incoming tide watching as the boat smashed and shattered.


When the occupant was thrown from the craft and floundered helplessly in the churning waters, this younger religious plunged into the sea and a few minutes later dragged the drowning man on to the beach.


The stranger lay on his back, his eyes closed, his mouth open as if he were drinking the driving rain, washing the salt from his throat; his arm was across his face and he lay senseless.


Even from his vantage point, high above, the boy could discern the richness of the stranger’s apparel – bear-fur jerkin and thick, leather leggings; he wore jewelled rings on his fingers and the stones sparkled in the fragmentary light like the white-flecked ocean. A pendant that hung around his neck seemed to be of a carved ivory animal, and ivory was a rarely seen jewel in these inaccessible parts of the country.


The boy dropped to his stomach, wondering who the shipwrecked man could be. The monks too seemed to be puzzling over the stranger, but his clothes and general appearance marked him out as a man of Powys, a mountainous province to the north, and the interest in him did not last long.


The older monk knelt on one knee and blessed the exhausted man repeatedly. The younger monk reached down and pulled the warrior’s short-bladed sword from its slings.


As the crucifix was held above him so the young monk thrust the sword into the warrior’s belly and swiftly, then, they stripped the corpse of clothes and jewels. When the body lay naked and bloody, the sword still erect and deeply embedded in the man’s gut, the two monks blessed themselves and the sea and ran, skirts lifted high, but staggering beneath their cumbersome armfuls of loot; they were soon gone, back to the tiny monastery on the cliff, half a mile from where the boy still lay and watched.


The rain washed the blood from the man’s body; the sea nudged the spreadeagled limbs, moved the corpse inland as the tide edged further up the beach.


Then the body reached up and pulled the iron blade from its flesh, cast the weapon away and began to moan.


At the moment when his own sword was thrust deeply and agonisingly into his belly, Uryen of Powys had remembered what the village seer had told him when he was a child of twelve: you will die, when you finally die, by the hand of God.


As a Roman Christian by birth, Uryen had welcomed the prophecy, if only because it was easy; as a quiet believer in the old gods he had welcomed it because this Christian God was gentle, and he had always secretly desired a gentle death; as an emissary of the war chief, Arthur, however, with news that might mean the end of the Saxon advance, he did not welcome that prophecy coming true, not in this angry way, not at this desperate time.


He fought to keep the life spirit in his body, struggled to retain consciousness, to hold back the departing vital force that threatened to slip from his corpse like the blood from the sword wound in his stomach.


The rain might have drowned him, or the sea carried him outwards when the tide turned, but a small boy came to his assistance, adding his thin-armed strength to the great strength of the dying warrior; suddenly Uryen was being hauled up the saturated grey sands and into the dry shelter of a rock overhang.


There he relaxed, his hands clutching the gaping wound in his body, his eyes watching the frightened, yet dedicated youngster, who made him comfortable and then ran away, shouting back that he would get help, that his father would help him.


Even if Uryen had wanted to shout his thanks he couldn’t have; but he sensed the genuine concern of the lad and allowed unconsciousness to take him, and the last he heard for a while was the crash of the autumn storm sea and the dull sound of rain pelting across the beach.


When he next opened his eyes he was in darkness; he could hear rain, distantly, but he was warm now; the bitter cold of the sea and of his saturated clothes was gone. There was the hardness of a wooden pallet below his back, and the softness of fur coverings across his body, drawn up to his chin.


He could smell food, meat smells; and the tang of ale, which made his mouth water after so long drinking sea spray.


There was a movement beside him and when he stared at it he saw a small girl, backing away from him, open-mouthed, wide-eyed. She was about ten, and dressed in a ragged but adequate woollen dress that hung from a neatly tied cord around her neck down as far as Uryen could see, somewhere below her knees. He thought she looked starved; her face was thin and framed by ratty hair, drawn and twisted into shapeless plaits. But she was clean.


‘Don’t be frightened of me,’ he said quietly, finding that though he wished to speak firmly, loudly, his body could muster no more strength than would allow him to speak in a whisper.


Immediately the girl ran to his side and peered closely at him.


‘Are you really Arthur?’ she said. ‘My brother says you are.’


Uryen tried to laugh, but was unable to. He stared at the dark ceiling where strands of dry thatch poked through the rough wooden beams. He shook his head.


Where had he come ashore, he wondered, feeling the rising of a wave of panic. They knew about the warlord here, but didn’t know him to look at. They must live at the ends of the earth, he thought, and that could bode ill for my mission.


He looked back at the girl and smiled. ‘Arthur … where is he? Where are his armies now? Do you know?’


The girl shook her head, remaining silent.


The door of the small round-house opened and two shapes came towards him, one large, one small, the small shape scurrying across to him and peering into his eyes. He recognised the boy who had dragged him up the beach. Memory of the beach made him aware of the ache in his belly, and beneath his wraps he felt down his flesh until he found the herbal compress across the gaping wound. When he touched the flesh, pain shot upwards to his heart and down into his groin and he knew that these people, for all their country ways, could not really cope with a wound as deep and vicious as that. It was festering, and it marked out his time in days and hours.


Trying not to think of the certainty of his death he smiled at the boy. ‘Thank you for your help,’ he said. Behind the lad an old man appeared, white-bearded, white-haired, dressed in loose green shirt and short, tattered breeches. The man’s eyes were full of age, full of survival, and he knelt beside Uryen of Powys and reached out to touch the warrior’s forehead. He detected the heat and the two men’s eyes met and an unconscious exchange of understanding passed between them, unnoticed by the children.


‘Are you Arthur?’ demanded the boy excitedly. Again Uryen shook his head.


‘Arthur camps not far from here,’ said the old man, and Uryen’s heart surged.


‘Where? At Caer Dyv?’


‘Near there,’ said the old man. ‘He has rebuilt the small fort that lies to the east of Caer Dyv; he has called it Din Powys.’


Uryen felt instantly more relaxed. Wherever he had come ashore he was where he had intended to be, on the southern coast of Dyfed, and not more than two days’ hard ride from Penn Ichen where this fort lay. He had feared that Arthur would be at the Saxon front, but perhaps there was a pause in the vicious struggle for conquest and survival which had been the reason for Uryen’s mission across the channel.


The boy said, ‘I got back your pendant. Look.’ He held up the ivory amulet, carved in the shape of a bull, that Arthur had given him when he had left. The Druid, Marban, had instilled some magic property into the amulet (to the disgust of the Christian monks) and said it would quell the fighting spirit of all Celtic men of true blood in the ancient land of Eriu; this would give Uryen a chance to talk of fighting-assistance to the warlords there, who called themselves kings although they were little more than tribal chiefs.


Reaching out for the pendant, Uryen found himself staring into the boy’s bright, green eyes. The warriors of Eriu were green-eyed, and their women too – flame-haired and green-eyed. In this, his homeland, the brown and green were equally mixed. The Roman spirit had left its mark, even though Uryen and his tribe, as well as all the tribes of these western provinces, felt themselves to be Celts, pure and ancient. That they were not, that they were half Roman, was a fact they preferred, these days, to forget, even though the Roman warlord, Ambrosius, had paved the way for Arthur’s knights to block the Saxon advance, five years before.


‘How did you get it?’ he asked the boy.


‘I chased the monks out of their monastery,’ he boasted. ‘They’re really quite meek and tame. They’ll loot bodies, but won’t risk a beating.’


Uryen remembered the monks, standing over him with that pagan cross symbol that had impressed so many of his neighbouring tribesmen. Even Arthur was under its strangely unmagical spell; Uryen was less impressed.


Even so, the monks with their sword-shaped icon had very quickly converted Uryen to their way of thinking, but with the biting edge of his own blade, and not the soft edge of their tongues.


He pressed the pendant back into the boy’s hand. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Owain,’ said the boy, excitement clear in his voice. ‘And that’s my twin sister, Reagan. When we’re a few years older we shall fight together for Arthur.’


Uryen turned his head to stare at the girl. The resemblance between the two of them was apparent, now: the same confidence, the same green eyes, the same determined look about the whole expression. Reagan nodded vigorously. ‘I’m as good with a sword as Owain. He can’t beat me.’


‘I can with a sling,’ said the boy sharply, staring angrily at his sister.


‘And who can run the fastest?’ said the girl, equally annoyed.


Uryen reached out and touched the girl’s shoulder, smiling. ‘I believe you will both be among the best of Arthur’s horsemen,’ he said. ‘But unless I get a message to Arthur, there will be no battle for you to fight in.’


The old man bent closer, pushing the boy aside. ‘Quickly then. I shall send Owain to the fort.’


A sudden spasm of pain racked Uryen’s body and he screamed. Darkness threatened to take him but he found himself being bathed in cold water and the pain subsided.


‘Fetch him here, fetch him fast,’ he gasped, as the agony of his belly wound reasserted itself with a vengeance. He closed his eyes against the pain and felt the touch on his clenched fist of the boy’s soft hands.


‘Fetch him fast,’ he whispered again, but when he felt the boy slip away he reached out to stop him. The bull pendant lay on the pallet and he picked it up and again pressed it into the boy’s hand. ‘Show him this. Tell him – ride until he drops, because my hours are badly numbered.’


The boy glanced at the old man who rose and they both left the house. The girl stayed, bathing Uryen’s forehead, silent but for the sadness in her breathing. When Uryen heard the sound of a horse galloping across the saturated turf outside he relaxed and slept. The pain dulled and for a while he drifted through the battles and pleasures of his thirty years of life.


How much time passed Uryen of Powys never knew; there seemed to be moments of sudden light which he took to be dawn, and then slow times of increasing dimness, which he counted as dusk. The rain came in fits and starts, and there was movement about the small round-house, repairing a leak in the thatch, and pushing stronger shutters against the tiny, low windows which gave a view of the grey sands and the restless tide.


Sometimes he was cold, and other times his fever increased until he felt himself afloat in a sea of sweat. Sometimes he cried, and then the girl, Reagan, was always there, bathing his face, feeding him spoonfuls of some gritty paste that left a pleasant and fruity aftertaste, though the swallowing was hard. He guessed it was a gruel of some description in which the local herbalist had mixed healing, or pain-killing plants that were unpleasant to taste.


The pain came and went, but the smell when he lifted the fur blankets was awful. If the girl noticed she said nothing, but kept close by him at all times, vanishing, perhaps, only when he slept.


He awoke, once, to the sound of a strange murmuring, and opening his eyes he saw a monk, young of face, thin of arm, kneeling by him and uttering the mystical words of the distant Romans, making the pagan sign that Uryen hated so much. He had not the strength to brush away the wizard, but closed his ears to the words and thought of his mission, and the women and the fervour of the old gods that the Erismen possessed still.


The monk was not one of the two who had tried to kill him, but to Uryen all Christians were the same, all were as bad as all others: invaders, blasphemers.


If not for Ambrosius, and the effect that great and valiant warlord had had upon the youngsters who had been raised in the fort on the Gloslyn river, far away to the north in Guined, if not for him then there would be no cross of this One God anywhere near to Arthur and his chieftains. But Arthur was a Christian, and so were his commanders, and his men, and the women and children of the tribes that scattered this side of the Saxon front; even the sheep, even the rats, blessed themselves at dawn and at dusk. All but Uryen. All but the doubter, as Arthur called him (though Arthur himself seemed uninterested in the Roman God at times, as if he were more concerned with killing, which was as it should have been.)


Oh Arthur, Arthur … if I could just have had the life to watch you win your war, and then to teach you what I have learned from the kings of Eriu, about gods who mean so much, so much to us all, while this One God, this carpenter, means so little to death and conquest, and things of importance!


The pain returned, and with it a difficulty in breathing that made him gasp and moan, so that now he was attended at every moment by anxious women, with round, sweet faces and full moist lips, and he had not even the strength to beg a kiss, but watched them as they bathed his body, and changed the thick plant compress on the green and black gash in his belly, where the festering viscera spread their poison further towards his vital core.


Perhaps only the thought of Arthur kept him alive, but then Arthur was a symbol of such survival and had been so since the great Ambrosius had fallen beneath the Saxon swords at Camulodunon. Arthur! Warlord of Hope! And his image gave Uryen of Powys the strength to fight back the bony hands of death, the descending veil of dark, until one day, when it rained loudly and mournfully …


The door of the round-house was flung open.


A horse whinnied distantly and clopped away across wooden mud-walks, snorting its breathlessness, the sound loud despite the drum of rain on turf and thatched wood. Cold wind brought Uryen to consciousness, the smell of grass, of autumn mist and rain, a smell that he loved, the smell of nature, of life.


The girl drew back, her last touch to his lips a gentle finger’s touch as if she made her final farewell. He watched her go, her skinny body lost in the shapeless dress as she darted round the walls, in awe of someone who came near to the deathbed.


He was a giant of a man, tall and broad, with dark hair that hung in great waves about his shoulders. When he stood upright his head nearly touched the wooden rafters that supported the thatch. A thick leather jacket was tied with silver chain about his chest, and his legs were protected with strips of cowhide woven in and out of a thick pair of cloth breeches. He wore boots up to the knees, with spikes down the inner faces of them so that he could pain his horse into moving fast. About his waist was buckled a glittering bronze and gilt belt, and from the belt hung a Roman sword, short and broad, the gift to him from their foster father, Ambrosius Aurelianus. Legend said it was the sword of Caesar himself, the conqueror of this island who now lay four hundred years dead. As it had won for Caesar great victory over the Gauls of the continental lands across the channel, so it now won for the Britons great victories over the Saxon heathens who swarmed across the eastern lands of Albion.


Uryen of Powys reached out his right hand and felt it gripped by the broad and powerful fingers of this man who now knelt beside him.


Dark eyes searched his own; tears warmed the gaze. Naked of face, the jaws as strong and firm as the rest of his giant physique, Arthur of Powys gazed into the dying eyes of his foster brother.


For a while there was silence, save for the rain, the wind, the nervous stamping of the horses outside. Raised voices and occasional laughter told of the presence of Arthur’s troops, sheltering and resting and wishing they were anywhere but in this small community here on the west of the peninsula that probed from the land of Dyfed into the sea.


The boy Owain, exhausted from his ride, stood in the doorway watching the two warriors. His belly was full since Arthur, whilst riding hard for the coast, had made sure that the young messenger had maintained his strength. He was weary only from lack of sleep and from eight days in the saddle having rested his aching limbs only during the two hour stop at the fort (so small, he had thought – he had imagined a huge and majestic castle on a hill, and had found an earthen rampart no wider than this, his own communal holding).


But he felt now an enormous pride, and even his sister had kissed him for the strength of his will and the enormity of his achievement. He had brought Arthur and Uryen together before death had cheated the warlord of his emissary. Only Owain knew that the men were foster brothers, for he had heard what had passed between them in their first moments together. Why the relationship was a secret he didn’t know, but he understood, as he watched, why the two, the giant warrior Arthur and the pale featured Uryen, why they cried so much in these first minutes of their meeting.


There was talking, then, urgent talking as Uryen told Arthur of what he had found, what he had learned, and Reagan left the round-house with her father so that only Owain remained. He crept round the wall and entered shadow, where the light coming in through the roof hole and the several thin windows never reached.


Arthur had bent close to the dying warrior, and Uryen spoke in whispers, sometimes choking, sometimes gasping for breath, but always talking on, urgently and steadily.


He told of warrior bands called fiana. Owain caught the name only once, but he understood what they were: fierce bands of naked warriors who had rejected the communal laws of their tribes and had become a law unto themselves, riding across the land, making their swords available to any king – so many kings in this country across the sea – who could pay their price.


He told of the kings themselves who were prepared to cease their raiding of the coastal towns of the western kingdom of Albion, and even to join with Arthur to fight the Angle and Saxon armies as they steadily advanced towards the mountain strongholds of the west.


And he told of one warrior in particular …


‘He is known as the Mad Bear and he is a legend …’ murmured Uryen, as strength drained and death crept close with each moment in his brother’s arms. ‘And yet … I met warriors who had seen him, and knew him to exist.’


‘Tell me about him,’ said Arthur, and Owain crept closer to watch the dying man’s lips as the words faded into whispers.


‘He is possessed … they say he is possessed … by a bear that is as fierce and violent as a lightning storm in winter. Some say that it is an unknown god that possesses him, others that it is the ghost of an unborn warrior that was lost in time and is maddened by his imprisonment. When the Mad Bear swings his sword, the blade stretches to cut the heads of all within thirty paces reach; when he smells blood he goes wild, shrieking and screaming and unable to control his violence. In this state of fury he is invulnerable. A spell protects him, an ancient curse, and it is said that he seeks release from this curse which has turned him into a living machine of death and destruction; but there is no way for him to escape the wrath of the god that cursed him so. Release is his eternal quest; death is his eternal skill; such a man might be our eternal salvation.’


‘An invulnerable warrior,’ murmured Arthur. ‘Can this be true?’


Uryen’s grip on his arm was unexpectedly strong. Owain, watching through eyes wide with excitement, observed the whiteness of the fingers as they dug into the warlord’s flesh.


‘You must believe me, Arthur. This warrior has the strength of more than fifty men … and those around him in battle feed upon that strength. He is the greatest fighting force the world has known, and you can use him to the destruction of the Saxon filth.’


Uryen collapsed back and gasped for breath. Arthur touched the parted, dry lips, and used his own spit to moisten his brother’s tongue.


‘Where do I find this warrior? How do I get him to come with me?’


‘A frightening bogland, some days’ ride directly inland from a great fort at Tara, where a king holds court. That king is a ruffian called Diarmait mac Fergal, but he will cooperate with you. The warrior, the Bear, sits in the middle of the bogland, near a small, derelict shelter. He is chained to an iron pole driven forty arms’ length into the ground, and rising as much above the bog. No single man, not even he, has the strength to tear the chain from the pole. No one knows how he came to be thus. Some say a giant imprisoned him there as punishment; others say he imprisoned himself to prevent the god-spirit that possesses him from wreaking death among the innocent and good people of Eriu.’


Uryen choked and gasped; and Arthur comforted his foster brother while Owain watched the grief in the eyes of the man all Britons knew and so few had seen.


Uryen settled back, the burden of his mission released, his reason for living ended.


Arthur said, softly. ‘This has been a valiant mission, and a valuable discovery. I shall not forget you, Uryen. When your death is avenged, shortly, I shall kill Saxons in your name, and free the eastern lands in your memory.’


Uryen’s hand fell to his side and Owain, watching from the shadows, saw the finger pointing at him. He felt guilty and started, but decided not to run as Arthur’s eyes met his, following his brother’s pointing hand.


Uryen said, ‘He is a young boy, and his sister an aggressive and beautiful girl. They will make fine warriors, Arthur … fine warriors in my memory … just that … just that for me, no more …’


For a moment Owain found himself the centre of Arthur’s severest scrutiny, and then the awful flow of breath from body told both men, the young, and the older by a mere eight years, that Uryen’s spirit had returned to the wind.


Owain crept to the door and stood there watching as Arthur laid his head on his brother’s chest and quietly wept for a while. Owain cried too, realising now that crying was not reserved for children, but had great meaning when the tears were the tears of valiant men, seeing in one death a symbol of their lives, of their own fates.


When Arthur rose, towering high above the boy, straightening his heavy leather outfit, pulling his broad sword round so that it hung across his groin, Owain stood his ground, firm-legged, firm-eyed, and stared up at the man who would win or lose this ancient land for once and for all.


Arthur accorded the boy no gentility as he watched him, standing close, making Owain strain his neck to meet his master’s gaze. Only a few years separated them, and yet Arthur was ageless. Not yet twenty years since his birth, and yet there was a hardness about him, an experienced look, that made all men think of him as superior.


‘Will you fight with me, boy? Will you wield a sword against the Saxons in my brother’s memory?’


‘Yes!’ No pause, no hesitation.


Arthur smiled, reached to touch Owain’s shoulder. ‘And your sister? Is she as fierce as my brother said?’


‘An eagle,’ said Owain. ‘She bides her time, and swoops to kill. She is the fiercest girl in the whole of the peninsula.’


‘How old are you, boy?’


‘Fifteen,’ said Owain quickly. ‘Fifteen years old.’


Arthur’s hand slapped across his face, sent him staggering but not falling. Tears in his eyes, touching the pain in his cheek, Owain stared up at the suddenly angry man.


‘Those who ride with me are honest in all ways. Honest in life, honest in death. There is no room for deceit among those I trust the most. How old are you?’


‘Twelve,’ said Owain, bitterly aware that that was three years too young for Arthur. ‘My sister is my twin.’


Arthur nodded as he contemplated this; then he took the bull pendant from his belt and held it towards the boy. ‘Take it!’ he said angrily as Owain hesitated to take the medallion.


Owain took the jewel and stared at it.


‘A warrior queen gave it to me as a gift of love,’ said Arthur. ‘Now it is yours as a gift of thanks. If you still have the fighting urge when you reach the age of fifteen, come to me at the fort of Powys and you shall fight with me. Reagan too. Three years, boy. Make sure you come.’


Before Owain could reply he had swept from the round-house leaving him standing in the dimness, the bull amulet draped across his hand, the dead body of Uryen at peace on the pallet behind him.


Seven riders were outside in the easing rain, mounted and ready. Metal weapons and chains rattled and jingled as they restlessly waited for Arthur to mount and lead the way back to the fort. There was no thought of staying overnight. There were Saxons to be killed.


Reagan ran up to Owain as the warlord led his men through the houses and towards the open land and the hill passes that led eastwards. The people of the settlement watched the troop ride away, steam rising from the brown flanks of the horses, light sparkling on metal helms and exposed blades as all eight knights drew their swords and whirled them above their heads in a final farewell.


‘Three years, boy!’ came Arthur’s final cry, through the drum of rain and the noisy rustling of trees, thrashed before the growing wind.


Two riders split off from the other six and galloped towards the monastery that had so betrayed its faith. Then distance and the veil of rain had consumed the warriors, and it was left to the community to contemplate what had occurred.




PART TWO


Sneachta Doom – the Snow Destroyer




CHAPTER TWO


Connacht, the northern territory of the Ui Fiachrach, AD 478


Dark clouds hung above the high mountain to the west, rising slowly, powerfully, as they brought the Thunder God across to the lowlands. To sharp eyes, in the tight-packed village at the mountain’s foot, the slim shape of Cathabach, blue-robed, his long hair white as the froth that covered the storm seas, could be seen standing on the ritual rock, near the summit of the magic hill. His arms were raised and he made the complex passes of his hands, the time-honoured ritual that established communication with Thunder, drank its spit, its sweat, its blood, talked to the god through the pores of his body, through the cool air passing across his wildly waving limbs.


Clouds, like a dense fog, began to roll across the jagged head of Slieve Mor, the dark mountain, tumbling down towards the man as if they hastened to consume him. Cathabach made no move to run; when he was finally enveloped by the cloud he would be foolish to try and pick his way down the treacherous slopes back to the community.


As the touch of Thunder grew close his voice rose into a shrill wail, speaking the ancient language of those Druid ancestors of whom Cathabach was an enfeebled and fading reflection.


Once, perhaps not more than ten generations ago, the voice of the seers had risen to fill this bowl of land between mountains – and the Thunder God had answered for all to hear. Now it was hard for Cathabach even to remember the secret ritual words and magic passes. At times he wept, but always in the privacy of his imda, to the east of the main house. Hidden from the rest of the house’s occupants by his woven curtain, drawn across to cut the firelight and curious gazes of the chief’s family from his small cubicle, his tears were for what had been lost and would never be recovered. And so much was being lost, so much was changing, battered and beaten by the fierce determination of those black-robed worshippers of the carpenter god from the old Roman lands in the far east. They brought their cross, their virgin mother, their paradox and their preaching, and they stole the children of the tribal chiefs to make the tribes listen to them.
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