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			The final gripping episode in the Tintagel Trilogy.

			When flavius Constantine, the High King of Britannia, is killed and his eldest son and heir Constans, is murdered, the path lies clear for Vortigern to seize the throne.

			Only Queen Severa’s young sons, Ambrosius and Uther, stand in the way of Vortigern’s evil plan. Sensing the boys are in mortal danger, Constantine’s loyal Decurion, Paulus, and Severa’s beloved brother, Pridenow, smuggle the infants into exile.

			Meanwhile, Queen Severa is forced to endure Vortigern’s relentless brutality in her desperate bid to hold together the fractured throne. But she is no match for the Wolf of Midnight and it is only in the fullness of time that her sons will return to Britannia to claim the throne and fulfil their destiny . . .

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to those warriors, male and female, who struggle to fight for the values that enable the human condition in a violent and sectarian world.

			To those zealots whose madness and religious fervour leave death and chaos in their wake, may you discover the futility of mindless violence and learn that Lady Fortuna will repay your cruelty with cruelty twice over, bigotry with all the torture you enact in its vile name and religious intolerance with the ultimate failure of false religions.

			Order is the governing factor in the great dance of the universe, just as God, by whatever name that He/She is called, will repay the perpetrators with exactitude for those sins that evil people commit in His/Her name.

			The mills of the gods grind slowly, but they grind exceedingly small.

			M. K. Hume
June 2018
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			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			Aeron ap Iorweth	King of the Dobunni tribe. Aeron is the son-in-law of King Caradoc, the deceased king of the Dumnonii tribe. Married to Queen Endellion, he is the father of Prince Pridenow and foster-father of Queen Severa. This branch of the royal family resides in Corinium.

			Ambrosius Ambrosius is the son of Constantine and Severa and is the elder brother of Uther (Pendragon). The brothers are exiled to Hispania after Vortigern, king of the Demetae tribe, usurps the British throne and marries Severa, their birth mother. He intends to kill the children.

			Brisen Severa’s personal maid in the palace at Venta Belgarum.

			Cadoc The infant (first-born) son of Pridenow and Creidne.

			Calindre A special knife used by Severa for her personal protection.

			Constans (Prince) Constans is the son of Constantine III (Constantinus). The youth travels from Venta Belgarum to join Constantine in Gallia where his father is trying to usurp the throne of Honorius, the emperor of the Western Roman Empire.

			Vortigern (pretender to Constantine’s throne of High King in Britannia), assassinates the youth during a battle with a Roman force near Vienna.

			Constantine I The long-dead emperor of the Roman Empire (both Eastern and Western branches) in the early fourth century.

			Constantine II The emperor of the Western Roman Empire from AD 337 to AD 340.

			Constantine III The emperor of Rome (co-emperor with Emperor Honorius) between AD 407 and AD 411.

			As Constantinus, a centurion, the young Roman officer marries Princess Severa (the daughter of Flavius Magnus Maximus, the deceased High King of Britannia and, later, co-emperor of the Western Roman Empire).

			Constantinus seizes the title of High King of the Britons in his own right before taking a combined British–Roman army to Gallia and Hispania in an attempt to usurp the Roman forces of Emperor Honorius.

			He is successful initially, but suffers a major defeat at the last hurdle and is assassinated by Rome’s stranglers.

			Constantinus Flavius Claudius Constantine. Constantinus assumes the nomen of Constantine during an attempt to usurp the throne of Honorius, Emperor of the Western Empire.

			Creidne The daughter of Cael ap Cynog, a trader whose caravan is ambushed by Saxon raiders on a road outside of Venta Belgarum.

			She is rescued by Pridenow and they fall in love. They marry and she has a girl-child, Ygerne, who will become the birth mother of King Arthur after a rape at the hands of Uther Pendragon.

			Daire A sea captain whose ship is based at Burdigala in Gallia. He ferries Paulus’s party from Burdigala in Gallia to the relative safety of Donostia in Hispania.

			Dara One of three serving-maids who care for Ambrosius and Uther during the children’s escape into exile.

			Dilic One of three serving-maids who care for Ambrosius and Uther during the children’s escape into exile. Dilic is their nurse.

			Elen (Queen) The deceased wife of Magnus Maximus. She is the mother of Severa.

			Endellion (Queen) The wife of King Aeron of the Dobunni tribe. She was the illegitimate daughter of King Caradoc and Saraid, the Wise Woman of the Red Wells. She is the foster-sister and lifelong friend of Severa, Queen of the Britons.

			Etain One of three serving-maids who care for Ambrosius and Uther during the children’s escape into exile.

			Fortuna (Lady) The Roman goddess of fortune.

			Gorlois (King) A young warrior from the west (the Boar of Cornwall), who becomes King of Cornwall in later life.

			He is destined to marry the beautiful Ygerne, who becomes the birth mother of King Arthur after a brutal rape in Tintagel Fortress at the hands of Uther Pendragon.

			Gratian (Emperor) The co-emperor of the Western Roman Empire who is defeated in battle by Flavius Magnus Maximus.

			Helguerra Aeron’s wealthy associate in Hispania who provides a safe haven for Ambrosius and Uther during the children’s exile. He resides in Donostia in Hispania and owns a large estate in nearby Apollodorus.

			Hibernians The native tribesmen of modern-day Ireland.

			Honorius (Emperor) The ruler of the Western Roman Empire from AD 393 to AD 423.

			Jael and Sisera Jael and Sisera were biblical characters. Jael killed Sisera to save the Israelites in ancient times.

			Joseph the Trader Also known as Joseph of Arimathea. Joseph was a Jew who was known to have travelled throughout Britannia and he is reputed to have visited Glastonbury. His wooden staff is believed to have been the source of the famed thorn trees of Glastonbury.

			Katigern The second son of King Vortigern. He is sired on Caitlin, a British servant.

			Macsen Wledig The Celtic nomen of Flavius Magnus Maximus, a co-emperor of Rome.

			Marcus Britannicus An early suitor of Princess Severa. Known as Shithead to the troops in his command, Marcus is assassinated while attending a brothel in Corinium.

			Mavourna The amorous spouse of Daire, a ship’s captain who resides in Burdigala.

			Maximo (Tribune) The commander of Roman forces in Britannia.

			Maximus (Magnus) Flavius Magnus Maximus was a Roman tribune who served under the Roman governor of Britain.

			Ambitious, he became the emperor of the Western Empire in Rome and came into conflict with Theodosius, the Emperor of the Eastern Empire in Constantinople.

			Maximus is eventually defeated and assassinated by forces loyal to Theodosius.

			Otto The headman of a fishing village at the mouth of the Loire River in Gallia.

			Paulus Constantine’s Roman decurion. Paulus takes Prince Ambrosius and Prince Uther from Venta Belgarum to Hispania where they will go into exile. He will care for them for the remainder of his life.

			Picts The native tribesmen of modern-day Scotland.

			Pridenow (Prince) The son of King Aeron and Queen Endellion of the Dobunni tribe.

			While still a child, he learns that he will become an important personage in some future events regarding the future of Britannia.

			Pridenow’s family line will lead directly to the birth of King Arthur, the future High King of the Britons.

			The Red Dragon King Arthur, who will become the High King of the Britons.

			Saraid The Wise Woman of the Red Wells. She is the birth mother of Queen Endellion, but abandons the child as an infant. A white witch, she is a notable healer.

			Scythians An ancient European tribe. Their warriors were famous for their ability to ride their steeds while firing their bows with deadly accuracy.

			Severa The daughter of Flavius Magnus Maximus and Queen Elen, she is raised in the household of King Caradoc of the Dumnonii tribe.

			She marries Constantinus and bears two children, Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon, who will later become High Kings of Britannia in their own right.

			She is also the stepmother of Constans, the son of Constantinus by a previous marriage.

			Later still, as Constantine’s widow, she will marry Vortigern, who also aspires to Britannia’s throne.

			She bears Vortigern one son, Vortimer.

			She is important to the Arthurian legends in that she gives validity to a number of claimants who strive to achieve various thrones in Britannia.

			Tello (Fulvius) The captain of Sea Queen, a ship that ferries Severa’s young sons from Cornwall to Gallia at the beginning of their exile.

			Uther The younger brother of Ambrosius, Uther is the second son of Severa and Constantinus, the High King of Britannia. The two brothers are exiled to Hispania after Vortigern, king of the Demetae tribe, usurps the British throne and marries Severa, the children’s birth mother.

			In later life, Uther will follow Ambrosius on to the throne and both will (in turn) become High Kings of the Britons. He will adopt the name of Uther Pendragon.

			He will carry out a vicious rape of Queen Ygerne in Cornwall, which results in her impregnation.

			This union results in the birth of Arthur, High King of the Britons.

			Vortigern (King) In early life, Vortigern is the ruler of the Demetae tribe of Britannia and, as a young soldier, he serves in Constantine’s armies.

			Later, as a senior officer with Constantine in Gallia, his ambition impels him to assassinate his commander’s son, Constans.

			Returning to Britannia, he weds Queen Severa and becomes the High King of the Britons in his own right.

			He fathers a son, Vortimer, on Severa.

			Later still, he will father further children on one of his Saxon servants.

			Vortimer The legitimate son of King Vortigern and Queen Severa.
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			PROLOGUE

			Do not try to find out, for we are forbidden to reveal those things that the gods might bestow on you.

			Horace, Odes, Book 1:11

			Vortigern used every curse-word he knew, but the weather was unfavourable and the Briton was forced to bide his time in his dirty room in the Gallic port of Gesoriacum. Outside, the autumn skies were grimy with grey cloud, but the long-anticipated rains and onshore winds that could take ships across the Litus Saxonicum had not yet arrived. As soon as he had eaten what passed for a stew in this filthy hovel, he would return to the wharves. There, he would seek out a trading vessel’s captain who might be enticed into taking him across the forty miles of open water that would give him a landfall at one of the ports on the eastern coast of Britannia. He didn’t care which one; his luck had held throughout his flight across Gallia, so he was confident that he’d eventually find a ship that was prepared to risk the voyage.

			Damn the weather! Damn Gesoriacum! And damn that fool, Constantinus.

			After years of bowing and scraping, and deferring to that ambitious Roman and his delusions of glory, Vortigern was no longer prepared to recognise the emperor’s newly acquired nomen of Flavius Claudius Constantine. The Demetae’s respect for his erstwhile master had dissipated and his lupine grin would have curdled milk as he wondered if the usurper had finally been captured and strangled by his Roman enemies.

			Vortigern took a sombre pleasure in thinking of the failed emperor as Constantinus, the name the would-be emperor had used when he was still a humble centurion in Rome’s legions. The usurper was probably dead by now, so Vortigern was anxious to forget the many occasions when he had been forced to pay homage to a man whose ambition exceeded his ability.

			The British kinglet again grinned like the wolf harboured within his rapacious heart.

			‘Your son is dead, Constantinus, and I hope you choke on your impotence,’ Vortigern spat into the stiff breeze. ‘I sent the boy into the shades, you Roman sod, so he’s worm-food by now. I wish I’d told you in person that your precious boy will never sit on Maximus’s throne at Venta Belgarum. But you can be assured that I’ll keep the throne warm for him.’

			Even this expression of hatred couldn’t relieve Vortigern from the hot bile that sat in his windpipe and burned its way into his stomach. The boy, Constans, had worshipped his British mentor, so the Demetae king should have felt some vague feelings of regret when he drove his spear into the lad’s back in the thick of the battle for Vienna. But he had felt no sense of shame. Constans hadn’t expected treachery from his mentor and, even as he lay dying, he had begged his murderer to protect and care for his pregnant wife and unborn child. Vortigern had no intention of carrying out the boy’s wishes, but he was happy to make a vow to the dying boy that would ease his pathway to the shades.

			The memory made Vortigern erupt with mirth, for he’d certainly taken care of them.

			As his merriment began to fade away, a small rain shower struck the windowsill and the Demetae king was forced to struggle with the swollen shutters before he eventually forced them to close. In doing so his sleeves were soaked and he cursed in frustration. Constans might be dead and Constantinus was under sentence of death, but Vortigern was still many leagues from his destination in Britannia. The last thing that he wanted was for news of the High King’s death to reach Severa before he arrived in Venta Belgarum to resume his stewardship of the British throne.

			Awake or sleeping, Queen Severa had become the focus of Vortigern’s cunning mind. Something about her extreme calm had drawn him to her from the very beginning; her composure and self-confidence challenged his ability to dominate her and break her unnatural self-control. She had sat on her gilded throne like an effigy of a Roman empress and he was obsessed with the cold restraint she displayed whenever he was in her presence. If she gazed in his direction, the faintest trace of fear in her pale eyes would drive him to distraction. Her very appearance excited him, but he had always been capable of schooling his face to mask his true feelings. In his earlier sojourn in Venta Belgarum as Constantinus’s regent, Vortigern had forced himself to play with her infant brats while praying to Lady Fortuna that her absent husband might yet be killed in far-off Gallia. Prince Constans had become aware of the Demetae’s passion for his stepmother, but the lad accepted that this ardour was a part of Vortigern’s loyalty to the joint Romano–British cause.

			But Vortigern had been instructed to join his master in Gallia, while Constans was left in the care of Queen Severa. She would be given the task of preparing the youth to step into his father’s boots.

			A year later, Constantine had called for his son to join him in Gallia, so the Demetae had been certain that his own time was coming. The Demetae kingdom was small and its fields bore more seaweed, flint and slate than crops that could be sold for profit.

			While still in his teens, Vortigern had been sent to the Romans at Isca to receive an education in the ways of the outside world. This declaration of loyalty to the Roman cause was intended to gain Vortigern some preferment and influence, attributes that might eventually enrich his impoverished kingdom.

			In Tribune Maximo’s headquarters, Vortigern had made the acquaintance of Constantinus, a centurion who would become High King of the Britons and, later, co-emperor of the Western Roman Empire with Honorius. Impressed with Vortigern’s competence, Constantinus had invited the warrior to ride to Corinium with the troop that escorted Marcus Britannicus, the Shithead of renown, to meet his betrothed.

			Here, the ill-fated betrothal between Marcus and Princess Severa had taken place with due pomp and ceremony but, with the assassination of Marcus in a filthy brothel, the fulcrum of Vortigern’s life had begun to shift.

			Now, as Vortigern strode through the light, drizzling rain to reach Gesoriacum’s harbour, he remembered the day that Constans died. Both men had been a part of Constantine’s force aligned against the defences of Vienna, a fortified town that had stubbornly persisted with its loyalty to Emperor Honorius. Earlier, Constans had begun to distrust Vortigern’s motives and aspirations during the long journey from Arelate to Vienna. After a few minor disagreements between the two men, Vortigern realised that Constans would never accept the role of a puppet ruler. As such, he was of no further use to Vortigern.

			During the Battle of Vienna, Constans had been in the forefront of the initial cavalry charge but, afterwards, he had positioned himself among the foot soldiers so he could watch and absorb the ever-changing patterns of the conflict taking place around him. In accordance with his father’s teachings in those early days when the lad first showed promise of becoming a capable field commander, Constans was using this experience to understand essential battle strategies and tactics.

			In truth, the young man was an excellent strategist and his father followed the boy’s studies with interest. He also realised that Constans was fiercely proud of his Roman ancestry, despite his quiet and reasonable demeanour. The prince hadn’t shied away from revealing a growing scorn for the native tribesmen, including Vortigern’s British warriors.

			Constans had relinquished his horse as soon as the final charge was ordered, so he joined the infantry as they made a direct charge at the enemy’s defences. Hungry for glory, Constans was eager to earn a reputation for heroism, and therefore Vortigern had no doubt that the lad would put himself in harm’s way.

			The Briton was given a perfect opportunity to cut the lad down while the attacking force was embroiled in the chaos of the final melee. Vortigern waited for his chance and then seized it. In such a press of men and wildly swinging blades, his treacherous blow with the spear was one of many that went unnoticed by the warriors around him.

			With one well-aimed stroke, Constantinus’s hopes and dreams had withered on the vine.

			Abandoning his post and pausing only to steal Constans’s war chest, Vortigern had returned to Arelate to ensure that Constantine was made aware of his son’s heroic actions during the attack on Vienna and the sad loss of a young man who was a good friend and companion.

			Later, when Fortuna changed her fickle mind and Constantine’s enemies trapped the usurper inside the walls of Arelate, Vortigern knew that the time was ripe to turn his ambitions into reality. He must return to Venta Belgarum at full speed and seize the British throne from the wreckage of the emperor’s dreams.

			Committed to this treachery, Vortigern made his escape from Arelate by crawling through its stinking sewers. He struggled under the weight of Constans’s strongbox, but he knew this treasure would be needed as a buffer against future financial disasters.

			As the Briton was making his way through the mud and the slime, Constantine’s defence of Arelate was turning into an unmitigated disaster. The newly integrated legions in Honorius’s army had arrived on Constantine’s doorstep from out of nowhere, so the newly acknowledged co-emperor had found himself surrounded by a superior force from which there was little hope of escape. If Vortigern wished to live and prosper, he must take to his heels and run for his life.

			His scouts had already informed him that the town’s sewers came out of the earth in the middle of the swamplands where the Rhodanus River wound its way towards the Middle Sea.

			Here, quicksand and clouds of stinging insects made passage difficult, meaning this isolated spot would be perfect for his needs. But Vortigern knew that the Romans would soon become aware of this escape route and they would send scouts to secure the tunnels that lay below the city.

			One way or another, Vortigern was determined to profit from the deaths of Constantine and Constans. The war chest entrusted to the boy would go a long way towards funding mercenaries and arms for his future enrichment. The gold might weigh heavily on his shoulders as he slogged his way through the vile sludge of the sewers, but residual feelings of discomfort or humiliation that remained would soon be washed away.

			But he must decamp immediately if he was to escape with his life.

			It took four hours to find his way through the sewers, a time that seemed like a year as he followed the slow flow of water that would eventually bleed into the swamps.

			Then, once the Briton reached the swamps, he had found a suitable spot to hide the chest while he searched for horses to carry him to safety. Once again, Lady Fortuna was smiling down on him. He had discovered a careless scout who was relieving himself near a thicket outside the margins of the swamp. After making short work of the incapacitated cavalryman, Vortigern gratefully accepted the man’s uniform and all three of his horses. Then, with a sigh of relief, he retrieved the treasure chest and began to make his way upriver by following the wide, heavily frequented Roman road.

			Safe within his disguise and mounted on good horseflesh, Vortigern travelled north. While this road was an open thoroughfare with a great deal of traffic, anything was better than crawling through the slime of the swamps and trusting to his luck in the south.

			Vortigern wasn’t stopped, or asked to account for himself, during the entire journey.

			He found that Gallia was in ruins, for every kinglet had been forced to shore up his own walls rather than pay attention to nondescript scouts in the service of Honorius. He made his way through Gallia like a mud-stained ghost.

			Once he reached Gesoriacum on the northern coast, Vortigern was close to success and safety. He could almost smell the green fields of Britannia that lay across the waters of the Litus Saxonicum, but the prevailing winds remained fixed and they would give no assistance to those ships that sought to travel into the west. He knew that Severa would be waiting nervously for word of her husband, so he was forced to gnaw at his bottom lip in frustration. If the queen received word of Constantine’s death prematurely, she would realise that human raptors were about to swarm over the gates of Venta Belgarum to take her by force and lay claim to her husband’s kingdom. He must reach the city before another opportunist did so.

			Vortigern’s plans depended on Severa being caught by surprise in Venta Belgarum, a place where she was separated from her powerful kin. As a bonus, her infant sons would lie in the palms of his hands and she would know she was a defenceless pawn in his game.

			A brief gust of rain hit him with force but, on this occasion, the sudden torrential downpour struck him from behind. Hell, the wind was beginning to change! What were rain and discomfort, though, if a kingdom was waiting for him in Venta Belgarum? Smiling, Vortigern turned swiftly towards the wharf.

			Eventually, one of the port’s unemployed ship’s captains was cajoled into trusting his luck on the narrow stretch of water between Gesoriacum and Dubris. With his horses securely tethered on the deck and his strongbox under his lean flanks, Vortigern sat at the prow of the wallowing vessel and willed the breeze to fill the patched sail and drive the old vessel towards the shores of Britannia. When the white-chalk cliffs near Dubris eventually came into view, he spat into the surging waters and luxuriated in a feeling of nostalgia when he saw the British sentinel fires rising sullenly through intermittent sheets of rain.

			He was coming home.

			‘Those other fools can hunger for glory in Gallia and Italia. Those old lands aren’t for me and I’ll take my chances on a smaller prize. Severa and Britannia are enough for any man.’

			Vortigern laughed when he saw that the ship’s captain was staring at him with an odd expression on his face; he realised he must have spoken aloud.

			‘I suggest that you should remember my name, Captain. I, Vortigern, will rule these isles before the year is out.’

			The captain dropped his eyes to hide his embarrassment and superstition, causing Vortigern to laugh with a rasping irony that made the hairs rise on the back of the hapless sailor’s neck. A lifetime of experience told him that passengers such as this man should be given a wide berth, for they are unpredictable and violent, and almost inhuman in their capacity for cruelty.

			‘Take care that I’ve no reason to remember you, Captain,’ Vortigern added, and winked with pleasure as a rainbow caught the dim afternoon light and lit the way towards a small harbour still wreathed in mist. Finally, after the best part of a decade away from his lands, Vortigern had returned to claim his birthright.
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