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POSTSCRIPT

GLOSSARY OF PLACE NAMES




Friends, real friends, are rare and special. We have family, built in, and whether we like them or not is immaterial. Mostly, we love them because we have shared history, memories and blood.

But friends are chosen because they fill the empty places in the heart. The best friends stand behind us, protecting our backs in times of trouble.

So Lynne Baker, Roger Hughes, Pauline Reckentin, Robyn Jones and Penny Steel, this book is for you. Pauline convinced me years ago that I would succeed in this endeavour; Roger is my mate, a fellow reader of odd, interesting ideas, and Robin and Lynne and Penny have stood ‘in the trenches’ with me when times were tough and I tried to slay the odd dragon.

Therefore it is fitting that Artor’s most terrible blows and most difficult decisions are dedicated to you all. You’ve been with me on life’s journey, and you have cared for me regardless of my manifold sins.
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PROLOGUE

It is always better
 to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.
 For every one of us, living in this world
 means waiting for our end.

Beowulf

 

Three furtive men made their separate ways to a lonely bothie north of Ratae. Summer was almost fled and the woods wore the first yellowing leaves of autumn. Although the night was still, the moon was obscured by cloud as if the last storms of the warm months were building around the mountain chain.

‘Enter, traveller! You’re late!’

The man who spoke was muffled in a long black cloak that disguised his form and transformed him into a shadowy puddle in the rear of the wattle and daub room. The fire was unlit, so his face was invisible within the cowl of his cloak. A heavy wrapper of coarse wool concealed his mouth and nose, while the fabric also disguised the man’s voice.

‘The route was difficult - and I dared not travel by daylight,’ the smaller man replied, as he insinuated his body into the room through the derelict entrance.

The newcomer was even more heavily disguised than his master. Ragged travelling gloves disguised his hands and his beggar’s robes turned him into a shapeless, verminous lump.

‘Well, at least you’re here now,’ the third man stated roughly, causing the beggar to bridle within his coarse disguise. ‘Have you found men who are suitable to our needs, men who’ll keep their mouths shut?’

‘Give me credit for some gumption,’ the beggar responded irritably. ‘The High King makes enemies easily, so I’ve encountered no difficulty in tracking down several men who have been thrown out of Cadbury for drunkenness or theft. They like their heads attached to their treasonous shoulders, so they’ll obey me when the time comes.’

The third man snorted derisively and leaned against the far wall, cleaning his nails with a plain, wickedly sharp knife. Unlike his companions, he had chosen to bare his face, an unprepossessing network of puckered scars rendered more hideous by a sunken eye socket whose empty lid had been stitched shut. His plaited hair marked him as a warrior and a decorated eyepatch had been pushed up on to his broad brow for comfort. A heavy jerkin showed signs of hard use, although the leather was supple with oil, and bronze plates had been threaded on to the heavy ox hide to provide added protection. His kit was polished and in good condition, as befitted a mercenary.

‘The time is right for us to strike,’ the beggar hissed. ‘And, with any luck, the High Bastard won’t see any threat coming. He’s grown soft on top of Cadbury Tor, bedding his serving women and avoiding his whore of a queen. He’s old. And he’s far too cosy with the Christian Church. It’s the priests who’ll own us all at this rate.’

The seated man in black made a sharp action with one shadowy hand.

‘Artor is ready to fall.’

‘I have no cause to love the man who killed my master,’ the warrior began slowly. ‘But it would be disastrous to underestimate Artor. He’s survived this long because he’s cunning and prepared. He manipulates our people and his bodyguard cannot be bribed.’

‘The common people are stupid, because they love Artor.’ The beggar sighed. ‘Any number of them would inform on us in a moment if we don’t take care.’

The black-clad figure laughed thinly, although neither of his companions imagined that he felt any mirth.

‘The peasants have forgotten the old days before Pendragon, but there’s much dissatisfaction in the northern towns,’ the beggar continued, and smiled within the shadow of his cowl. ‘We must capitalize on their discontent, and I’ve found a solution that might help our cause. I ask your permission to act on it.’

He aimed his request directly at the black-clad man, who was displeased at the tone of the demand. However, although his fists clenched reflexively, he visibly calmed his telltale hands.

‘Continue.’

‘We need a symbol to unify the common people and to lead them into a popular revolt against the rule of the bastard king.’

The beggar moved further into the bothie to reveal a twisted, womanish mouth above and below the crude wrappings that disguised his features. Only the glint of his deep-set eyes, fanatical with madness, was visible below his cowl.

‘I’ve found something that we can shape to suit our need. It’s a gift from the gods, and it’s so very old that it may have been held by the Old Ones themselves - a symbol that could promise a better life to even the lowliest of men.’

He could see that he had gained the attention of his two listeners.

‘I speak of the Cup of Bishop Lucius of Glastonbury,’ the beggar  whispered reverently. ‘I first heard of it when I gave shelter to an unfrocked priest who’d been evicted from the abbey. I swear that the goddess, Ceridwen, she who gave knowledge to men, sent this fool to me. I’ve searched out any talk of the Cup since the priest crossed my path. It seems that Lucius was a pagan Roman in his youth and the Cup came into his possession by some trick of fate. The priests count it as holy because Lucius owned it, but I swear I smell blood whenever I think of it. The priest had helped to bury Lucius, and he wept when he thought of his old master closed into the cold earth with only his cup for comfort.’

‘Why not just use any old cup that we can find?’ the black-clad man asked. ‘Why disturb Lucius’s bones for no reason? To attack Glastonbury will draw the attention of the Christians and Artor. Your argument is flawed, or perhaps it’s motivated by your personal spite.’

The beggar’s body bridled with affront.

‘I have thought of the risks of my plan, but this cup has an inbuilt symbol with a potency that we can use to achieve our aims. The Christian faithful will honour Lucius’s relic and will invest it with power. If we can transfer this reverence to Ceridwen and prove that Lucius stole her cup, we will add to the power of our imagery. I can make this powerful link, for I worship Ceridwen and can enact the old druidic ways. The gods are still under the surface of our skin, regardless of the whining of the priests. Many Celts are still pagan and have learned to distrust the growing power of the Christian priests. Strike at Glastonbury, and we strike at all Christian Celts. More importantly, we strike at Artor.’

‘But he’s not Christian,’ the one-eyed warrior retorted. ‘From all that I’ve seen and heard, he’s not anything. He pays lip service to all faiths and tries to reinforce an aura of fairness and impartiality.’

The beggar smiled. ‘Which is even more reason to attack holy  Glastonbury, which lies at the heart of the Christian West. We can imply that the Church has stolen Ceridwen’s gift to humankind for its own evil purposes. You may pick my ideas to pieces, but I know the people and they still fear the emerging power of the Christian religion.’

‘Very well, then. Explain your plan.’ The dark leader sat a little straighter on his rickety stool. His eyes gleamed with intelligence.

‘If I can persuade those malcontents who have little cause to love the crucified god that this relic was truly made in antiquity, and that it was a gift to man from the time of the standing stones, then we would have a symbol that could be used for our own purposes. Then, if we incite the people with the old sacrifices, give them the hope of wealth taken from the Christian churches and promise them a return to the free, old ways, they will follow us.’

He paused and looked at his listeners in turn. ‘If I have Ceridwen’s Cup in my hands, the gods will surely show me how to outwit the Christian Church and return our lands to purity.’

The mercenary, who had little faith in anything, grimaced sourly. ‘Ceridwen’s Cup? The goddess is said to have owned a great cauldron from which all knowledge and disaster comes, but I’ve heard nothing of a cup. You’re playing with circumstance!’

‘The peasants are superstitious, and a cup will do as well as a cauldron if we can play on their hatreds and fears. The goddess Ceridwen is an oracle, and she is useful. She is enchantress, mother and hunter. She will nurture those who protect her sacred places, and wreak vengeance on those who turn away from her laws. She is old, she is young. Ceridwen is the sacred beloved and the crooked woman. She is a potent enemy to pit against Artor and his milky, cowardly Christian god.’

‘Your eyes burn too brightly with belief, friend. I care nothing for your Ceridwen or her cauldron, whether you turn it into a cup or  not,’ the black-cowled man retorted. ‘But if you can use your goddess to hurt Artor, I have no quarrel with your plan.’

The warrior nodded his agreement. ‘At least a cup is more portable than an iron cauldron. I predict that whatever object we use will have to travel far before the people relinquish the years of peace they have enjoyed.’

‘The peasants care only for full bellies and the freedom to squabble over women, wine and gold’, the beggar said impatiently. ‘If they think a cup will give them their hearts’ desires, they’ll follow where it leads.’

The warrior looked deeply into the eyes of the beggar. ‘Do you know where the Cup is?’

‘Of course, but I’ll need to break some tonsured heads to get my hands on it.’

‘What of the priest? Surely he’ll expose you when you steal it.’ The black shadow’s tone expressed no particular concern. ‘I’ve found that even failed priests can’t quite relinquish their faith, rot them!’

‘Dead men tell no tales and a drunkard rarely notices the taste of the wine he loves. The worms were after the priest not long before he left my door.’

‘Very well.’ The black shadow nodded. ‘Get the Cup, and use it to gather the malcontents together into a cohesive weapon, especially in the north where Artor is vulnerable and starved of allies. And perhaps the Bishop of Glastonbury, Aethelthred the Pure, should be killed while you’re at it. A different, less respected bishop will only aid our strategies. Can you do it? You must tell me now if you have any doubts, for too much depends on your dedication to our cause for half-hearted actions on your part.’

‘Do you doubt me, sire?’ The beggar’s voice rose. ‘Do you doubt my oath to the gods to cleanse the land of this Christian filth? If need  be, I’ll set fire to all the churches in the land to fulfil my vow to you and to my gods. There is nothing that I won’t sacrifice in pursuit of our ultimate victory.’

The dark shadow acknowledged the beggar’s words with a brief nod, although the tension in his shoulders and back suggested that he was not as nonchalant as he wished to appear.

‘Our friend here will be your contact. He is able to travel freely about the tribal borders and he will provide you with shelter and coin when you leave your base. He speaks for me and has my complete confidence, for his allegiance is to me alone. You will obey him in all things. If you wish to speak to me, you need only send a message to the Blue Hag Inn at Deva. My friend will always be able to find me.’

The beggar straightened his body and his shadow suddenly loomed larger across the wall as moonlight outlined his body. Some - thing menacing seemed to rob the bothie of clean air.

‘I will not fail, sire. Bishop Aethelthred is as good as dead. Glastonbury will be pillaged and the Cup will be mine. I’ve waited half my life to strike a blow against Cadbury.’

The beggar turned and slid into the night. His rag-wrapped feet were silent and all that remained was an odour of filthy flesh, corruption and a heavy, sullen perfume.

‘That snake makes my palms itch, master.’ The warrior’s nostrils twitched with distaste. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing by entrusting our plans to a madman. Fanatics such as that one make me yearn for a good, clean knife.’

‘What does he really know? Or matter? He’s ignorant of our identities and he has no conception of the stakes we’re playing for. All he cares about are his gods and some futile, fanatical search for revenge. He’s a useful tool and if he makes an error and is caught, he’ll be blamed for any insurrection. My plans run far deeper  than his foolish diversions. Kingdoms do not fall over religious differences. Power, greed and envy are our real allies.’

‘Good enough,’ the warrior grunted. ‘What do you want of me, sire?’

‘Do you still have connections at the court of King Lot?’

The warrior nodded.

‘Good. Then it’s time for you to become a faithful hound to that fat fool. Dig in well at the Otadini court, for Lot has always wanted a network of informants to rival Artor’s spies.’

The warrior nodded. Such an order was easy to follow, for he had sold his skills to every king in the north in the past.

‘Keep your eyes sharp and your blade sharper. My plans depend on your ability to become a trusted vassal of King Lot. But remember where your allegiances truly lie.’

The warrior closed one fist over his heart in the Roman fashion. He bowed his dark head, then pulled his patch down to hide his ruined eye.

‘I’m oath bound to you and yours forever, my lord. You need not fear that I’ll weaken at the last. I remember my master’s screams whenever I sleep and I’ve sworn that I will drag Artor and his allies to Hades with me when my time comes to leave this earth. Only then will Simnel rest in peace.’

The black shadow rose and adjusted its voluminous cloak.

‘Simnel was executed by Artor when he foolishly tried to steal the Brigante throne. We will suffer his fate if we aren’t careful, so keep your thirst for revenge under control.’

‘I have waited patiently for twenty years,’ the one-eyed warrior snapped. ‘I can wait a little longer.’

‘If I have need of you, I’ll send to you to meet me at the inn where we first met. Once we have set the north ablaze, Artor will be forced to fight on our ground - and even that demon isn’t immortal. He  can’t win without the tribal kings behind him and your task is to eliminate his alliances.’

The shadowy man departed, and the bothie became as cold, empty and ruined as the face of the warrior.

For a short moment, he stared at his strong, scar-webbed palms and wondered where his honour and his innocence had fled. And then he remembered the crows as they had feasted on his master’s eyes, so he thrust away the last of his qualms.

‘So it begins!’ he told the gelid air as he crossed the threshold to find his tethered horse.

A solitary owl watched his departure with the unblinking patience of the predator.

The last conspirator rode away and, in a flash, the owl swooped and a small forest creature died. Only a tiny shriek from the underbrush indicated that something warm and furry had perished in indifferent claws.




CHAPTER I

A WIND FROM THE NORTH

I was at the Cross
 With Mary Magdalene.
 I received the muse
 From Ceridwen’s cauldron.

The Book of Taliesin

 

Two tall men on powerful, clean-limbed horses came to Cadbury Tor as autumn turned the fruit trees to russet and gold. In the broad fields that surrounded the fortifications, the early winter wind ripped the fallen leaves into drifts of rust. With knowledgeable eyes, the young men noted the fruitful fields, the snug farms and the township that nestled at Cadbury’s skirts, and they grew round-eyed at the beauty of this secure kingdom.

These outland warriors carried with them the scent of glamour and a faint shimmer of oddness that led superstitious folk to turn away in sudden alarm. Moreover, these men were twins, and many crossed themselves in dread, for even the smallest child knew that twins were both a curse and a blessing. The men were mirror images of each other, fair yet fearsome, and no common man could quite ignore the chill finger that stirred the hairs on the back of his neck.

At the first gate leading to the citadel, they sat proudly on their  fine horses - one white and one black - and proclaimed their lineage clearly for all the men-at-arms to hear.

‘We crave entrance,’ the dark-haired twin demanded calmly. ‘Our names are Balyn and Balan ap Cerdic, ap Llanwith of blessed memory, come to the High King at our mother’s bidding to offer our swords to our liege lord.’

While the warriors who made up the guard were unfamiliar with the twins, every member of the garrison had heard tales of the legendary King Llanwith of the Ordovice clan who had assisted the young Artor to assume the throne of Britain. Rumour had long hinted that Anna, the matriarch of the tribe, was kin of Artor, a linkage that added a layer of mystery to an already distinguished family. The guards at the entrance to the fortifications straightened respectfully.

With low bows of homage, the watch permitted the twins to pass through the entrance to the citadel.

Upwards, towards the crest of the tor, the two men rode abreast of each other. One had hair of rich dark brown, bordering on black, and the other boasted hair of honey-red. One guided his horse with his right hand and one used his left, and the warriors on the walls remembered that their mother was rumoured to be the sister of the High King and the unacknowledged daughter of the previous ruler, Uther Pendragon. As they searched the faces of the twins, the warriors recognized that the shape and colour of the young men’s grey irises belonged to only one other man in all these lands - Artor, the High King, who ruled the Cadbury fortress.

‘The scions of legend are once again among us,’ one old warrior said ruminatively when they had passed. He spat on his hands. ‘We’ll soon have some excitement.’

‘They’re fair young men, fresh fodder for the queen,’ another responded wickedly.

‘I’d keep my mouth shut if I were in your boots, Rhys, or the king  will close it permanently. If Lord Artor chooses to ignore the behaviour of his wife, then who are we to notice?’ a third veteran warned.

‘May the gods send a fever to see that slut off,’ Rhys said quietly. ‘And then, perhaps, Cadbury can be hale and hearty again.’

Ignorant of the stir they were causing, Balyn and Balan rode higher up the defensive walls, noting with soldierly pleasure the cunning and strength in the earthwork construction that had been planned by Myrddion Merlinus so many years before. Then, abruptly, they realized they had reached the summit. Before them stood the wooden tower of a stone church with coloured glass set into the narrow windows of the building. Beside the Christian sanctuary, the palace of the High King towered over the land in tiers of dressed stone and timber.

At the carved doorway of the great hall, resplendent with its freshly painted dragons, the twins were halted by two tall warriors who eyed them from head to heels with cautious, unfriendly eyes. One warrior was close to fifty, with uncut hair of an extraordinary white-blonde that was plaited to his hips and bound with silver. The other warrior was some years younger and open of face, with an upper body that was heavily muscled and hardened with exercise. Both warriors wore the king’s dragon on their armbands and matching torcs could be glimpsed at their throats under the woollen tunics that covered their mail shirts.

‘Stand aside, good men,’ Balyn ordered imperiously. ‘We have ridden untended from Viroconium to offer our services to the High King.’

Balyn’s arrogance made both guards bristle. No one entered Artor’s hall without permission, however impeccable their lineage.

‘Please?’ Balan added, and his tanned face split in a wide grin.

Percivale and Gareth grinned instinctively in response to the  darker twin whose hair had such shine and gloss, and whose grey eyes were like sunlight on a chill sea.

After a lifetime of service to the High King, Gareth knew the truth of Anna’s birthright, and his chest contracted with an old pang of concern. He also knew that Artor’s grandsons had come to offer allegiance to their grandsire in ignorance of the true ties of their bloodline.

‘The High King is entitled to the protection of all loyal men who serve as his personal guard’, Percivale explained gracefully. ‘And we take our duties seriously.’ His easy smile encompassed both young men. ‘Please leave all your weapons at this threshold. Only the High King goes armed within the precincts of his Judgement Hall.’

Balan complied with easy good humour, but Balyn expressed his irritation with every muscle of his face. However, item by item, the brothers laid aside an impressive array of weapons and followed Percivale and Gareth into the presence of the king.

Artor’s hall was resplendent with finely woven cloth that acted as the perfect foil for the battle standards of Mori Saxonicus, the last great battle against the western Saxons under the command of the thane, Glamdring Ironfist. The eyes of the twins widened as they observed the symbols of one of the west’s greatest triumphs. Around them, courtiers in brightly dyed linens and furs, and warriors richly caparisoned as befitted the servants of the king, rested on carved wooden benches or stood in corners, gossiping and drinking beer or wine offered by quiet-footed servants. It seemed to the dazzled eyes of Balyn and Balan that these vivid courtiers scarcely noticed the magnificence around them.

Peace had bred complacency and Balan read it in the plump, bland faces that gawped at them when they entered the King’s hall. But he saw that farmers, shepherds and shopkeepers were also among the gilded throng. These ordinary men stood unabashed  in the presence of the High King, firm in the knowledge that Artor would offer judgement in their various cases with impartial, unimpeachable justice. Balan felt a visceral thrill of pride that he could become a part of a world that was both beautiful and just.

His eyes were drawn to the man sitting on a simple chair at the far end of the hall. His tunic was snowy white, and he eschewed ornamentation except for his crown, a torc of red gold and a fine golden chain that disappeared into the neck of his robe. He was far less gorgeous than any of the aristocrats who lounged in the hall, but the force of his character was unmistakable. Here was the centre of this world; here was the source of song and story: Artor, High King of the Britons.

Artor himself longed for the open air. The aristocratic petitioners made his head ache with their constant demands for preferment over neighbours, for judgement over tribal borders and for relief from tribute. Their greed often made him feel nauseous.

On the other hand, his Judgement Hall also brought common men to the tor. Farmers, traders and town dwellers trudged up the spiral pathway, seeking arbitration from the one man whom they trusted to be fair. Untangling the complex familial or financial skeins of ordinary life gave Artor pleasure, for it reminded him of what it had been like to be a free man.

Although the hall was crowded with petitioners, the twins caused a stir as they strode through the crowd as if it did not exist. Within moments, they stood proudly on the decorated flagstones before the High King and his queen. Their booted feet rested at the claws of Artor’s dragon mosaic, as if the twins were extensions of the great beast that reclined at the High King’s feet. Smoothly, and with careful discipline, the brothers dropped to their knees and bowed to kiss the talons of the Dracos dragon.

‘Rise, young princes, no child of Queen Anna need bow to me,’  the king ordered, while Queen Wenhaver stared at the twins.

Artor listened to their salutations with a mixture of excitement and discomfort. Balan, who used the hand sinister, or the left, was tall and was similar in build to Artor himself. Not a hint of curl marred the sheen of his long, loosened hair, and his face under its dark, winged brows was calm and untroubled. Artor felt a painful stirring of affection for this clean-limbed young man.

Older by minutes, and as fair as his brother was dark, Balyn possessed hair that curled gently past his shoulders. The petitioners in the hall recognized the similarities between the two young men and the High King, and silence was replaced with a low hum of whispers. The other twin used his dexter, or right hand, which was believed to be more benign by the superstitious, although Artor wasn’t sure that this grand-dam’s tale was always true. His agile mind recognized an impulsive nature in Balyn, demonstrated through his swiftly moving hands and the ready words that spilled out his thoughts without the leavening grace of caution.

Both young men rose and waited quietly under the scrutiny of the High King.

For their part, the twins examined the face of their lord and noted the clipped, greying curls that gathered around his face. Artor was still handsome, strong and straight-limbed, but heaviness dragged at his mouth and clouded his wintry eyes with distrust. Lines of worry tugged the inner corners of his eyebrows close to his shapely nose, and the shadows under his eyes were deep, almost bruised.

‘You will introduce me, Artor, won’t you?’ the queen interjected, tapping one foot on the dais.

Age had not dimmed Wenhaver’s ostentatious display. She wore far too many fine gems for good taste. Her mouth was petulant and was marred by deep lines around her thinning lips. Although her hair was still extraordinary, her figure and face bore the signs of  dissipation and encroaching old age, held at bay with the aid of rigid bindings and cosmetics that were better suited to a young girl than a mature woman. When Artor bothered to notice and remembered her former natural beauty, he felt stirrings of pity for her. Like a painting on wood, her looks were extraordinary until any movement broke the spell and revealed the hag waiting under the curls and the powder.

Both young men knelt before her and, characteristically, Balyn spoke first.

‘I am Balyn ap Cerdic, my queen, second son of Cerdic ap Llanwith of the Ordovice, and this callow youth is my younger twin, Balan. Beware of his sweet words, my lady, for only I can offer the appropriate phrases that your beauty deserves.’

‘How charming,’ Wenhaver simpered.

Balyn’s eyes were fervent and Artor sighed inwardly to see the boy so easily beguiled by Wenhaver’s jewelled, practised and wholly superficial magnificence.

‘My queen.’ Balan spoke in turn with careful gravity. His gaze was direct and a shadow seemed to darken his eyes before he lowered them in homage.

Artor missed nothing.

‘What news of your mother, Queen Anna, and your brother, Bran?’

‘Bran enjoys the tribe’s favour, and fortifies his lands with diligence,’ Balyn responded in a slightly dismissive voice. ‘He swears to you that Saxons shall never set foot on his soil while he lives.’

Artor nodded distantly. Gareth could have warned Balyn that any disrespect towards Anna’s eldest son was dangerous ground, especially when duty was concerned. The High King had immolated himself on the fires of duty for decades, and fully understood the bitter price that Bran paid for his kingship.

‘Mother sends her greetings and bade me remind you that the  High King remains her favourite warrior of all the lords of the west,’ Balan added cautiously. ‘I ask that you forgive her familiarity, my liege, but she swears that she has known you for as long as she has been alive.’

Balan’s brief speech caused Artor to smile and some of the bleakness left his eyes.

‘Is she well?’ he asked the young man.

‘Our mother is indefatigable.’ Balan grinned widely. ‘She’s still beautiful, as you have no doubt heard, my lord, but she pays no attention to her physical appearance. She’s the first to join the women in the apple harvest, and the last to bed during times of flood or pestilence. There are no children in all of Viroconium who don’t sing her praises, while the little ones call her the Lady of Sunshine. They swear the sun glows brighter wherever she walks.’

‘She was always a scamp.’ Artor smiled fondly in memory of Anna’s childhood in Aquae Sulis. ‘Your mother was always scraping her knees and running off with the farm workers to explore the fields of the villa.’

‘Why have I never met this Ordovice queen?’ Wenhaver scowled at the compliments that had been heaped on another woman, especially on one whose lineage was rumoured to be so high. ‘Why has she never journeyed to Cadbury, or even to Venta Belgarum?’

Artor’s eyebrows drew together in controlled anger. Of the twins, only Balan was sufficiently alert to recognise Artor’s displeasure at any implied criticism of his mother, and he smiled gratefully in response.

‘Queen Anna prefers her adopted lands and she has told me often that she is reluctant to leave their borders,’ Artor answered testily. ‘I honour her preferences in this matter, for she cares nothing for courts or ceremony.’

‘And her people would not readily permit her to leave,’ Balan  added. ‘Even her Roman childhood is now seen as a virtue, for she insists on cleanliness and the old values of honour and respect for all souls who come in contact with her.’

Wenhaver frowned briefly, but then remembered that lines were beginning to deepen around her eyes. She forced her brow to smooth, although her blue eyes continued to glitter. Somewhere in her mean little heart, Wenhaver recognized that her husband loved Anna more than anyone. She smiled sweetly as she twisted the knife to show her displeasure.

‘Does she really work in the fields like a servant?’ she lisped in saccharine concern, as she examined her own hennaed and polished nails. ‘Her complexion must be ruined!’

Balan whitened, and even Balyn flushed at the queen’s insult.

‘Desist, Wenhaver!’ Artor raised his voice fractionally. ‘Not all queens are amused by idle pleasures and personal vanities. Some, like the Lady of the Ordovice, are chatelaines in the Gallic sense, because they share those tasks that the common women must endure. In so doing, they understand their subjects much better. My sister Morgause is one such queen. She rules with King Lot and concerns herself with women’s matters, where her orders are obeyed implicitly. I admit that we have had our differences in the past, but I have never doubted that my sister is a true queen.’

Wenhaver turned her fabulous eyes from one boy-man to the next, and then lowered her lashes to avoid seeing the anger on her husband’s face. Her expression warned the king that tantrums were imminent but it left the twins totally confused.

Artor turned back to Balan, a partiality that was not lost on his twin brother, who stiffened a little and was imprudent enough to allow his cheeks to whiten with annoyance.

‘So Anna has managed to civilize Llanwith’s stiff-necked Cymru warriors? My foster-father, Ector of the Poppinidii, feared that she  would never be accepted because of her Roman breeding, even though she was raised as a Celt.’

‘Her personal qualities always triumph over any prejudices that might confront her, my lord. In fact, she still uses her Roman name within her household and the whole tribe knows it, but they accept her quirks and continue to love her.’ Balan glowed with pride, although every word was chosen carefully. He imagined a chasm opening at his feet as the conversation threatened snares that he could not hope to avoid.

‘Licia!’ Artor murmured softly and, behind the throne, Odin stirred.

‘Her name is magical and very, very old. She was named for the great matron of the Poppinidii, Livinia Major, who died before she was born.’

‘Aye, we have been told the story of her birth by Lady Livinia Minor,’ Balyn said, vying for the eye and favour of the king.

‘You have been to Aquae Sulis?’ Artor asked, his eyes flickering with sudden pleasure and his body leaning forward impulsively.

Wenhaver gaped at her husband’s sudden animation. He obvi - ously cared for these outlandish twins. He usually tired of visitors quickly.

‘Many times, my lord. We have seen Gallia’s Garden and the urn containing her ashes, and we have heard the legend of the wise healer, Frith. Local folk regularly visit the shrine, although few seem to know the history of Gallia. She died before Mother was born.’ Balyn smiled as he realized he had Artor’s full attention, even if his information was inaccurate.

‘All the better,’ Artor’s inner voice whispered. ‘What they don’t know can’t hurt them.’

‘We’ve also said a prayer for Lord Targo, sword master of renown.’ Balyn spoke quickly, as was his custom. ‘And Grandfather Ector, of course.’

Artor wasn’t disposed to like the boy, but he couldn’t disguise the affection for Ector that infused his voice.

‘Lord Ector was my foster-father and a man who was decent through to his bones. His dearest wish was to be buried in Gallia’s Garden so that visitors could sit awhile over his resting place and ponder the natural beauty around them. He often expressed the desire to hear laughter and the soft music of the earth as he slept in death.’

‘A pretty conceit,’ Wenhaver murmured in a voice just loud enough for her husband to hear. Artor gritted his teeth and continued.

‘Gallia was a Roman woman of little worldly account, lad, and she died long before her time. She was not yet twenty when she perished. I knew both Gallia and Frith well, so I can swear they were two of the finest women who ever drew breath in Aquae Sulis. They always had my undying respect, and their garden is maintained at my expense and by my direct orders.’

Wenhaver yawned delicately, but pointedly.

‘But I fear we are boring the queen, who has little tolerance for tales of the past. She will be cross if we discuss paragons whom she has never met or understood.’

Like an indulgent uncle, Artor gazed down at the two young men who stood so upright and proud like two fine hounds bred for battle and the hunt.

‘Gareth, my strong right arm, personally laid the garden during his youth. His brother and his nephews now tend it for me.’

Balyn frowned. He had no idea what lay behind this oblique conversation, but he was determined to discuss its issues with the king’s ‘strong right arm’ in the near future.

Balan smiled easily, for he loved listening to tales of the past and was entirely wrapped up in Llanwith’s scrolls, just as Artor had been  when the Villa Poppinidii had been his home. But, unlike his brother, who always accepted circumstances at face value, Balan was wary of the waves of dislike that appeared to exist between the High King and his glittering queen. He promised himself he would think about the implications of the conundrum when he had more time.

The weak afternoon light warned the king that night would soon be upon them, so he accepted the twins’ oaths of loyalty and offered them places in his militia where they could begin to prove their worth. Both young warriors greeted his decision with unconcealed happiness and Artor was reminded that they were still very young.

I shall avoid prejudgement, he told himself sternly, remembering a younger self, faced with the ill will of his own father.

As the twins bowed to take leave of their king, Balan stopped their hasty, excited retreat by gripping his brother’s arm.

‘Our thanks, my lord,’ a confused Balyn muttered, but Balan nudged him.

‘Tell them about the other visitors!’ he hissed.

‘Your pardon, Majesty, but the excitement of finally meeting you has driven all rational thought from my head,’ Balyn explained. ‘You are about to receive other noble visitors and kinsmen. We promised to serve as their envoys.’

Artor raised one mobile brow.

‘Lord Gawayne is returning to Cadbury with his eldest son. We met upon the road, but Gawayne wished to view the resting place of the Lord Targo, so we parted at the crossroads leading to Aquae Sulis.’

Wenhaver smiled, and Artor cringed inwardly as he read her openly excited and lascivious thoughts.

The bitch is in heat, he thought savagely, but his face revealed nothing but polite interest.

‘I remember Gawayne’s boy well. He was a large and beautiful babe who almost killed Lady Enid during his birthing. The  beauteous Nimue, the Maid of Wind and Water, managed to save both mother and son.’

With a brief flash of unholy amusement, Artor watched his wife’s chagrin at his unwelcome compliments towards another woman. Myrddion’s apprentice outdid the queen in beauty, intelligence, style and accomplishments. Regardless of the gulf of social position that yawned between them, Wenhaver knew that Nimue would always be her superior, and her hatred for Myrddion’s woman hadn’t wavered in the long decades since they had last met. In one detail only was the queen superior to Nimue - her enmity was eternal.

Wenhaver’s dislike turned her doll-like face into a twisted and ugly reflection of its self. Yet sadness tinged his triumph, for he realized that he and Wenhaver had made a pointless, barren wasteland of their lives. He regretted the way they picked at each other, tearing off fragile scabs of mutual forbearance for the sake of a moment’s satisfaction.

‘What is the lad named?’

‘His name is Galahad, my lord, and the Otadini claim he is the greatest warrior in the world.’

‘Galahad,’ Artor repeated, and somewhere beyond the mortal world, he felt a tremor in the void as the wheel of Fortuna shuddered and began slowly to turn.

‘The boy will be welcome,’ the king said softly, and the audience was over.

 

Far away in the cold north, Morgan swayed over her knucklebones and felt a fissure open in the fabric of the world. Her sister, Morgause, was in deadly peril. The bones presaged death, and the pattern warned Morgan that other deaths were promised. Her brother, Artor, was now threatened as never before, and she tried desperately to dredge up a feeling of triumph in his fall from  eminence on Fortuna’s wheel. She had hated him for so long that she should have felt something - even relief.

Her kinfolk were dying, but she looked in vain for a sign in the portents that revealed her own fate.

‘Shite!’ she exclaimed crudely. She brushed away a tear, for the Fey prayed for death every day of her pain-filled existence.

Then her eyes whitened and rolled backward in her head until all she saw was a battered tin cup that filled and overflowed with fresh, glistening blood.

‘The Cup is come,’ Morgan whispered through lips that were dried, cracked and oozing with the fragility of poisoned old age. ‘The Cup is filling, filling, and we will all be washed away.’

Her vision cleared and she could focus on her withered, tattooed hands once again. Her ugly mouth smiled and her tongue flickered over her bleeding lips like a lizard kissing the sun.

‘But Artor nears his end,’ she whispered thinly. ‘Praise be to all the gods! At last Gorlois will be avenged!’

But reason threatened her momentary triumph. Artor was close to sixty years, Morgause was older still and Morgan felt as ancient as the dead heart of the Otadini Mountains. They should all have died decades ago, and now the siblings existed as anachronisms of power and illusory vitality.

Her rational mind sighed.

What does it matter after all these years? Who remembers the ancient wrongs?

She answered her own question.

I do! And so does my pestilential brother. Fortuna’s wheel turns . . . at last.
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great cost to herself and wins approval when she
speaks at Targo’s funeral. Artor is bereft at the loss
of his friend, the only man alive who has his
complete trust. Targo leaves Targo’ Laws behind as
his legacy, and as a means of keeping his lord safe.
He charges Odin to protect the High King until
death.

(1) Myrddion Merlinus. Myrrdion is the chief
advisor to both Uther Pendragon and King Artor.
He is a healer, philosopher, architect, strategist
and spymaster. (2) Prince Llanwith pen Bryn.
Llanwith eventually becomes king of the Ordovice
tribe of Cymru. Before he dies, the king arranges
the marriage of his youngest son, Comac, to
Artor’s daughter, Licia, thus ensuring that Artor’s
daughter will receive life-long protection.
(3) Prince Luka. Luka eventually becomes king of
the Brigante tribe of Cymru. In later life, Luka is
assassinated by Simnel,a venal cousin who covets
his throne. Lukas sons and grandsons are also
killed in the plot. Artor takes a fearsome revenge
upon Lukas murderers.

One of the three Celtic warriors spared by
Glamdring Ironfist specifically to return the
heads of Artor’s emissaries to the High King with
an insulting message. UIf vows to kill ten Saxons
for every Celt killed at the execution site, or die in
the process.

The successor to Ambrosius as High King of the
Britons. He is father of Artorex.

The King of Cymru several generations before the
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time of Artor. He is remembered because he
welcomed the Saxons into Dyfed to placate his
Saxon queen, Rowena. He attempted to sacrifice
Myrddion in a bid to build his fortress at Dinas
Emrys.

High Queen, great beauty and strumpet,
Wenhaver has sulked, hindered and run
roughshod over the court of the High King for
decades. Even as she ages, her considerable vanity
and self-satisfaction continue to plague Artor and
his plans for the future.

Glamdring Tronfists albino soothsayer and the
brains to Glamdrings brawn. This dangerous
symbiosis is destroyed when Bedwyr kills him at
the gates of the Caer Fyrddin, during Bedwyr’s
escape from captivity

Originally the wife of Gorlois, the Boar of
Cornwall. After his death, she married Uther
Pendragon. She is the natural mother of Artorex.
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Julanna:

Licia:

Livinia Major:

Livinia Minor:

Lot:

Lucius:

Wife of Caius and mother of his daughter, Livinia
Minor. She becomes the dowager of the Villa
Poppinidii, with a number of daughters to Caius ~
she rules the villa in all but name.

Daughter of Artorex and Gallia. Licia marries
Comac, the youngest son of Llanwith pen Bryn,
Artors friend and one of The Three Travellers.
Artor agrees, for he honours Ector’s decision and
knows that Llanwith will keep Licia safe. She is
required to change her name to the less roman-
sounding Anna. In time, she becomes queen of
the Ordovice who believe she is the daughter of
Uther Pendragon and, therefore, Artor’s sister
Wife of Ectorand the last of the Roman Poppinidii
line. She is mother to Caius and foster-mother to
Artorex. She is accidentally slain by Caius duringa
domestic dispute. Artor swears to the dying
woman that he will protect her son.

Eldest daughter of Caius and Julanna. Livinia
Minor and Licia are good friends and she marries
the son of the Magistrate of Aquae Sulis.

King of the Otadini tribe and a fierce enemy of
King Artor. He is allied to the Eastern Saxons and
only breaks his oath to them when the Thane of
the Western Saxons kills Gaheris, his youngest
son.

Bishop and leader of the Christian community at
Glastonbury. He is charged by Uther Pendragon
with the task of killing the infant Artorex but,
instead, sends the babe to Lord Ector of the Forest
Sauvage to be fostered. Later, Lucius hides the
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sword and crown of Uther Pendragon to ensure
that only the rightful claimant to the High Kings
throne can find and recover them. Artorex
succeeds in this task, and becomes High King as
King Artor of the Britons.

Eldest daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne. She is the
sister of Morgause, the half-sister of Artorex and is
a noted witch-woman. She meddles in Artors
marriage and offers de-stabilizing advice to the
impressionable Wenhaver. She gradually isolates
herself, and becomes a recluse north of the Wall.
Second daughter of Gorlois and Ygerne. She is the
half-sister of Artorex, and is married to King Lot
of the Otadini tribe. She is the mother of Gaheris,
whom she mourns insanely, and journeys with her
husband to see justice done against the Western
Saxons. She is reputed to have been seduced by the
boy king of the Brigante and sends the resulting
infant, Modred, back to his father to be raised.
Chief advisor to the High King He finally leaves
his master to wed Nimue, his apprentice. They
make their home in distant Caer Gai, a ruined
fortress in the mountains.

Maidservant of Wenhaver and scapegoat for the
ills that assail Wenhaver’s life. Artor is forced to
intervene when an angry Wenhaver wounds the
young girl with a sewing hook. The servant is
blinded in one eye and is badly scarred. The girl is
sent back to her village with  substantial dowry.
The Captain of Glamdring Ironfists fortress at
Caer Fyrddin.
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Cerdicap
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Poppinidii whose son, Brego, is saved by Artorex
from the depravity of the Severinii family. In
gratitude, Bregan makes Artorex a gift of the iron
dragon knife.

Son of Ector and Livinia, and foster-brother to
Artorex. He later becomes Steward to King Artor
Over many years, Caius proves his perversity,
although he is an excellent warrior, and is
eventually caught in an atempt to rape and
murder Nimue. Myrddion poisons him with
lethal mushrooms when he becomes convinced
that Caius will never change and might escape
punishment for his crimes.

The flag-bearer of Artor’s emissaries who were
sent to negotiate with Glamdring Ironfist. The
envoys are all slain.

An elderly steward at the Villa Poppinidii

The Celtic husband of Livinia. Ector is Master of
the Villa Poppinidii near Aquae Sulis. He is the
father of Caius, and the foster-father of Artorex.
He acts as Pater Familias and, prior to his death,
brokers the marriage of Artors secret child, Licia,
to Comac, Llanwithis son. When he dies, he is
buried in Gallias Garden

Wife of Gawayne. Enid is a quiet, gentle young
aristocrat who loves her husband and is happy to
bear Gawayne’s child. Unfortunately, the birth is
fficult, and Enid almost dics. Myrddion and
Nimue intervene and their medical skills save her
life.

An elderly female shave in the Poppinidii house-
hold. She mothers Artorex during his childhood
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The Severinii

Simeon (Simon):

Simnel

Targo:

A Roman family domiciled in a villa in Aquae
Sulis. The family consists of Severinus (an
epicure), Severina (his mother) and Antiochus (his
catamite). The Severinii have been responsible for
the rape and murder of at least eight children
from the local villages. Severinus is a friend of
Caius and is brought to justice by Artorex. The
Severinii are executed and their villa is burned to
the ground.

A Jewish priest at Glastonbury. He is a master
metalsmith who fashions Artor’s crown and re-
forges Caliburn, Artor’s sword.

The cousin of Luka, and responsible for the plot to
assassinate the King of the Brigante and his heirs.
Artor captures the murderers and tortures them
until they implicate Simnel in the plot. Under
threat of being cast out of the union of kings, the
Brigante leaders hand Simnel over to Artor, who
exacts revenge upon the traitor for the loss of his
friend.

A professional Roman soldier who is Ector’s sword
master at the Villa Poppinidii. On the instructions
of the Three Travellers, he instructs Artorex in

martial skills. Over time, Targo becomes Artors
most trusted and loved servant, fighting next to
his lord in all of Artors twelve campaigns,
including the last battle at Mori Saxonicus.
Retired at last, he acts as an advisor to Artor and
trains Percivale to become a warrior. Eventually, he
develops a lung complaint duringa time of plague
and dies. During his illness, Nimue treats Targo at
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Nimue:

Odin:

Pelles (Pinhead)

Perce (Percivale):

The Scum:

An infant girl saved by Gruffydd. She is made a
ward of Artorex when he is still Dux Bellorum.
Later, she becomes Myrddion’s apprentice and the
love of his life. Because of her exceptional
character; the people of Cadbury call her The
Maid of Wind and Water. When Caius tries to
butcher her, Myrddion steals her away and they
flee Cadbury to settle at Caer Gai where they
make a pleasant life for themselves and live
happily.

A Jutlander and member of the Scum, mercen-
aries who assist Artorex to capture the Saxon
fortress of Anderida. He becomes Artorexs
bodyguard.

A member of the Scum, and a talented bowman
He marries a local woman and becomes one of
Artor’s most trusted captains.

A kitchen boy at Ratae who aspires to become a
warrior. He accompanies Gruffydd and Nimue to
Cadbury Tor where he becomes Targo’s bodyguard
and servant. The aged mercenary tutors Perce and
sees to his training, eventually arranging for Artor
to make him a member of the kings guard. After
Targos death, Artor takes Percivale into his
bodyguard for love of the old Roman. Percivale isa
Christian.

A small group of some twenty mercenaries who
are recruited by Artorex for the raid on the
impregnable Saxon fortress at Anderida. Rufus,
Pinhead and Odin are three notable members of
the Scum.
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Artorex/Artor:

Ban:

Bandur:

Bedwyr:

Botha:

Bregan:

The legitimate son of Uther Pendragon, High
King of the Britons. Artorex is sent to the Villa
Poppinidii as an infant by Bishop Lucius of
Glastonbury to protect him from Uthers spite.
The young man assumes the name of Artor
when he is crowned as King of the Britons. He
rules his kingdom from the unassailable fortress
at Cadbury Tor

Named the Firebrand of the West, he is Uther
Pendragon’s champion. He fights Artorex in single
combat and is defeated. Ban accompanies Artorex
ina suicidal raid on the Saxon fortress at Anderida
where he is killed.

Also known as Sea Changer, the Thane of Nidum.
Bandur is an old warrior who chooses to dic at
Gawaynes hands rather than surrender during
Artor’s campaigns against the Western Saxons.
Son of the guardians of Arden Forest. He is from
the Cornovii tribe, and was captured and enslaved
by the warriors of Glamdring Ironfist, a Saxon
thane. He is instrumental in Artor’s eventual
defeat of Glamdrings forces, and is called the
Arden Knife.

Captain of Uther Pendragon’s Guard. He is ordered
by Uther to kill Artorex's family and destroy the

Villa Poppini
A blacksmith in a village close to the Villa
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Galahad:
Gallia:

Gallwyn:

Gareth:
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and is his confidante. She becomes maid to
Artorexs wife, Gallia, and dies with her during an
attack on the villa by renegade warriors sent by
Uther Pendragon. Her ashes are mingled with
those of her mistress in Gallias Garden.
Gawayne's younger brother and the youngest
son of King Lot. He is also one of King Artor’s
emissaries who attempt to broker a truce with
Glamdring Ironfist. He is murdered with the other
envoys that undertake the mission, an act that
precipitates a treaty between Lot and Artor.

The infant son of Gawayne

The first wife of Artorex, daughter of a Roman
trader from Aquae Sulis who has died in an
epidemic of the plague. She is murdered on the
orders of Uther Pendragon, along with her unborn
child. Later, Artor orders a garden, called Gallias
Garden, to be built in her memory.

Mistress of the kitchens at Ratae. She s the foster-
mother of Nimue.

Grandson of Frith, protector of Licia and, for a
. the Steward of the Villa Poppinidii. Gareth
builds Gallias Garden and cares for Licia until she

marries. Freed from his oath, Gareth journeys to
Cadbury Tor to hold Artor to his word that the
young man may become a warrior and join his
guard.

The eldest son of King Lot and Queen Morgause
of the Otadini tribe. Although a philanderer of
note, he is one of King Artors staunchest
supporters. He is the brother of Gaheris. Foolishly,
Gawayne is seduced by Wenhaver, an affair that
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Gruffydd:

continues through his marriage to Enid and the
birth of his son, Galahad. It is only when Gawayne
flees to the north that he manages to escape his
libido and the amorous clutches of the queen.
Thane of the Western Saxons. Glamdring executes
Artor's envoys who have been sent to the land of
the Demetae to broker an honourable truce.
During this treachery, Gaheris, the son of King
Lot. is murdered because the boy will not forsake
his oaths to King Artor. Artor defeats Glamdring
during the battle of Mori Saxonicus where the
Saxon is out-manoeuvred and outclassed by Artor.
Later, because of the hatred and duplicity of the
Cornovii slave, Bedwyr, Glamdring is trapped in
his fortress of Caer Fyrddin and s executed.

A sarcophagus merchant. Queen Wenhaver’s
maid, Myrnia, is ordered by the queen to find a
bath and the confused maid enlists the help
of Myrddion. The adviser purchases a sarcophagus
in the form of the goddess Andromeda that
is adapted to meet Wenhaver's requirements.
Glaucus is instructed to destroy the lid of the
coffin to ensure that Wenhaver does not become
aware of Myrddion’s practical joke.

One of Myrddion’s most able spies. He saves an
infant, Nimue, from freezing to death at Duro-
brivac after her Jute mother was raped and
murdered. He becomes Artors sword bearer. Later,
afier the death of Gallwyn, her nurse, Gruffydd
takes Nimue to Cadbury where she is apprenticed
to Myrddion.





