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CHAPTER 1: Left Behind to Starve
It felt as if the land had fallen asleep; from north to south it was slumbering all over the hills and vales; the rivers ran free, and it seemed that without Arthur, all Britain could do was fall deeply asleep, and it felt that way to me. Two quiet years went by, and he did not come home.
When it came two years of Arthur being gone, I had worked myself into a strange place of being. Was I still the Fox? I had not touched my sword in battle since Brendon’s death and we had ridden wild to take revenge. It seemed an age ago, and I missed my brothers so badly it was an open wound in my flesh.
Still I lived a quiet life at home, as a husband and father. I loved my son and would do anything for him; Longhand sent my daughter, Enefog, to come and live with us, and she was more Clodia’s than mine, and I had little to do with her. It was not a man’s place to raise daughters, and Clodia was happy, but still she carried no babe of mine, and I knew now, Fate was punishing us. So when the second-year spring came of Arthur’s absence, I felt a need to ride out of Gwynedd and visit the south. I wanted to visit my brothers in Venta Silurum; meet again with Llwyd, Brodi, and Sandedd, and Dorian too. I was going out of my mind, alone in my villa, surrounded by children and women.
And for it, I began again to put myself into training. Up with spear, javelin and sword. It was no easy thing, sparring alone. My cousin Manos was no warrior, though I had him hold a sword and forced him to attack me. He did not want to do it. I knew now I had to leave, or go mad. I planned my trip, down the southern road, where I would stop in Aquae Sulis for business of my own, then on to Venta Silurum, and after it, maybe spend time with Prince Cador at Caer Cadwy, and get to know him and his men. I began packing to leave, and gave out orders to everyone around me. I was going alone, and that was the end of it. I would hear no refusals.
Clodia had had me all to herself for two years, as had Lucan, and it was time now for me to see what was going on outside my own borders. I could not be contained. Clodia tried to stop me.
As I packed my gear to leave, I told her, “You know I am no house-husband and farmer like Manos. I’m a warrior, and I’m going to hire my sword to Prince Cador. If I stay here, I will go mad, if I am not mad already. You’ll not be alone, you know that, Dee. And Longhand is not far away; Lucan is only down by the lake, and you have your women friends and your girls. Be happy.”
Be happy I told her, but she told me, a hand on my arm, “I want you, and your baby.”
“My time here is over. It’s time for me to go back to battle, and be who I am. The day after tomorrow, I go.”
She held me even tighter; “Bedwyr, no, please…stay.”
I did not answer her.
I pulled away, for I had already answered her.
I went.
Packed Brutus well and took a pack-horse to carry supplies. I left in April, almost two years to the day that Arthur left me. I took all my weapons of war and my armour, and went and did not know when I would come back. I knew these southern roads so well I could ride them while asleep.
I moved straight on to Venta Silurum and went to Dorian’s house first. Here I did not expect such a welcome! He held on to me as if he was a drowning man. For when he brought me into his house, I found it shrouded and closed. For only a week before, his wife had died. And Dorian was in mourning. I felt badly that I had walked in on him and his grief, but no, he found my sudden arrival on his doorstep a sign of aid and friendship from the gods, who knew his suffering heart.
He gave me the room I had once shared with Clodia, the room with the wonderful painting of the Via Appia in Rome. His daughters were gone to live with their grandmother and he was alone, but not anymore. I vowed to him I would stay as long as he needed me. And once I was unpacked and settled, I knew I had to write home and tell Clodia where I was and what had happened to Lady Sulwen, of her death. I did so on my first night with Dorian, and after it, I sat with him and he told me how Sulwen had suddenly died; said she had fallen in the garden and died and that was that and no reason for it. We sat together in his shrouded living room.
He said, “You see, Fox, what the world does to us? How can a woman like her, so strong, just fall dead on her feet? I am a surgeon, and I have no answer for it. The gods took her and I hate them for it.”
I said, “Dorian, I am so sorry. She was a good woman, your lady-wife, and I don’t want you to think you have no one to care about you. I care. And Arthur would care, if he was here. Damn his bones for leaving us. But I will look out for you now.”
I made him cry.
I went to him, sat with him on the Roman couch, and held him as best I could, and he cried, “With Arthur gone, it is hard, but the men are still here and at Caer Llion, but Fox, how did you know?”
“I didn’t know; it’s only mere chance I came at such a time. Where else would I go with Caer Melyn closed? Is there no one else to help you?”
“Aye, I have family, and my wife’s family, it’s not that. It is I needed a friend and there you were, on my doorstep, the one who always tried to kiss me.”
He laughed at this and I felt good that he could still laugh.
So it was I slept in the Via Appia room with the garden scents of spring, and knew that Sulwen had died out there—and yet, what a place to die in. So sweet, so peaceful, but if it was sudden, she would not know it, and her last sights were of flowers blooming in springtime.
I went to her grave the following morn, and stood with Dorian as he wept. And after it, we went to the Caer Llion barracks to look for Llwyd.
I found him in charge of a detachment of the Clan Bear and they welcomed me like a lord. A lot of the men here were Silurians, and a lot with faces I knew only in passing, as the core of my brothers were gone with Arthur. And being with Llwyd again, I could not see myself returning to Dogfeiling for a long time. I was at home with these men and my heart lifted. I went and sat in the Commander’s headquarters, Arthur’s old room, and wrote him a letter at the big dark-wood desk; only how to get my letter to him? Even so, I still did it in my bad Latin script. I gave him a full report of events in Britain, that the land was slumbering without him. I told him of the death of Dorian’s wife, and begged him to come home soon.
I put the finished letter into Llwyd’s hand as he told me, “It has to go to Caer Cadwy, where there are stationed men enlisted as messengers from Arthur to us and back again.”
So my letter went out with Llwyd and I cried at him as it did, “Why won’t he write to us!”
“He did!” Llwyd shouted back at me. “Letters in that chest by the window!”
I was amazed, for all this bloody time there were letters from Arthur in this very place, and why did I not know about them? So I found them, a pile of them in the chest and sat down to read every last one…
His letters were scripted as a military log, with dates and details of what he was doing and where he was, all dated and signed. He wrote he had fought two battles against some chieftains of the Alamani, and won them both, of course. He was stationed in some city called Copia Clodia Augusta Lugdunum, and the Armoricans would not let him return home. I grew angry about this; it was like they planned to hold him hostage, for ransom, and might threaten us to keep him bound if we did not pay for his return. And though Arthur did not say such a thing himself, this was what I felt in his words. Though on some of the letters he wrote:
Let the Fox know where I am. Tell him I am safe and well. Tell him I do not know when I will return, as there are many battles to fight in this harsh land.
And reading this, I felt a sense of darkness come over me.
I was sure now the Armoricans were holding him hostage. For Arthur’s worth to us, and to them, knew no bounds. I did not know what to do about it. Mount a rescue? But we had few ships and even fewer men to sail them; still I would do it, and talk to Llwyd about it. But I read on, two years worth of letters, till the final one, dated only four months ago:
I am safe, they are not holding me to ransom; they know better than this. My power is greater than theirs, but they want me like they want the Sun. And they tell stories and make legends of me even as I stand in front of them. They say Escalibor was given to me by a goddess who lives in a lake; one of their lakes of course. She raised her arm through the water, wielding my immortal blade, that I took. I told them I won the sword off a Jutish warlord in battle. This they do not believe, for the sword is British made, not Germani. They say I waded out into the water and took the sword from her hand, as she gave it to me and me alone. The people here are by far greater storytellers even than my own British bards.
They have another legend about me as a boy, that I pulled a sword from the stones of the earth, that marked me as the future king—I admit their stories are clever and worth hearing around the night-time fires. They also give me women by the horde and I have ploughed most of them and planted seeds in a fair few, already two sons born…
My jaw dropped. What was he up to doing over there? Fucking or fighting? I grew angry at him.
Wild with anger, and cursed and swore, “All you do is fuck and fight and leave me behind to worry. Curse you, Silurian!”
I sat in a fume of anger with my heart pounding.
Llwyd came back and sat with me. He said, “See, I told you not to worry about him. He’s the best, isn’t he?”
“You think that do you? You think that mad Silurian is the best? I think he’s a bastard and he should have taken me with him. Two years, Llwyd, two bloody years he’s been gone and I suffer for him every single day. He tells me he loves me and then he leaves and cocks everything that walks in a skirt. I hate him.”
Llwyd howled with laughter at me and said, “He makes of himself a legend. Do not be mad, be happy that he is so powerful and winning the battles he fights. Let’s drink to his successes and wish him well. Britain is safe, and you know as well as I, he will return the very moment some stinking pig-dog of a Saxon warlord lays a ripe turd on our soil.”
He went then to find us something to drink. And I calmed myself. Llwyd was right of course, but I was not happy. Why did Arthur not write to me? Where were my letters? Personal to me, from him? I could not bear it, and drank with Llwyd and went home to Dorian’s to sulk in my own misery.
CHAPTER 2: The Athenian
Autumn soon came, and another letter from Arthur arrived, and this time, it had my name on it; relief touched me, for I knew now he had received my last post to him. I took the letter to my room at Dorian’s and read it under lamplight.
Brother Fox, I miss you every day, but I have much work to do here, this work is not just for the Armoricans—I have battle challenges from the Inglass after the loss of their Atheling, Essoa, that we killed after Brendon’s murder. They want revenge on me for that, so I am taking the battles to them before they can leave their homelands and invade ours.
Know in your heart I am working for Britain and have not abandoned my own kind. Know in your heart I cannot return until this work is finished, and when this will be, is something I cannot know just yet. I cannot risk returning home until the Inglass have seen me on the field of war. And know in your heart that wherever you are, I will write, and I will carry on missing you. For on some nights, I wish I could turn and see you striding towards me and bringing me your fire and your love. Hold up strong, Brother Fox…the Bear will come home, but not yet. Know this: your wait may be long.
Your brother, Artorius.
So there it was in his own hand; my wait may be long.
I missed him so much…two years gone!
And now, it would be more.
I sat at in my room, thinking of him. I thought of him more than my own wife. How wrong was I? My duty was to go home and be with my wife, and to give my time to my own kin, to my son, and to Longhand. I knew I had to leave and go home. But I did not make it, as once again, Fate took me on another path.
The following morn, a messenger came to Dorian’s house with an invitation to attend a private party, given by Master Julian Ambrose in Aquae Sulis. Personal invitations on beautifully scripted slates, my name and Dorian’s.
“We are wanted men,” Dorian told me. “And Julian’s gatherings often come with rewards.”
“How so?” I asked, and went to sit with him in the living room.
“Contacts, mutually beneficial contacts. I have made many contacts through him, bringing me medical supplies I would never make from British merchants. Julian finds ways to bring in goods no other has ever done for me, but again, his gatherings are worth the travel merely for his food and wine. I would like to go. Come with me, Bedwyr, please? I think I need some distractions from this house.”
I was interested in going, so I said, “Of course. I can make my way homeward from Aquae Sulis after the gathering, for I doubt I’ll be needing medical supplies. Not unless you plan on sawing off my remaining arm.”
“I have no plans for that.”
And he looked out of the window and sighed.
I got up and went to him, crouched at his side.
I said, “Dorian, things will be right soon. You will find another woman—you’re handsome still, and a surgeon. Do not be sad. Or is it me being your only companion that makes you so?”
“Aye, it is,” he laughed. “I am glad you’re here. And wish you would not go home, but stay with me till this new woman comes to me.”
“I wish I could. Maybe you will find a woman at Julian’s gathering.”
“There are no unwed women there my friend. But please think of it—Clodia will have you for all her life, I need you for only a few more months. Stay. Please.”
“Dorian…this is hard for me. I have a family, but I will think about it.”
So I thought about it, and waited with him for the date of the gathering, in five days time. And when the time came, we went together, riding side by side to Aquae Sulis, carrying our best gear to look good before Julian’s guests.
Dorian and I were given fine rooms in a new outhouse to the rear of Julian’s estate, on grounds with gardens and arbours styled, he said, on Roman likenesses. The man was truly growing rich. My room was huge, filled with rich furniture—a huge bed, with thick blankets and linen sheets and skins, and a fine widow looking out into the garden. Dorian next door to me, and for two days and nights, we were entertained and our every need granted.
On the third night, traders of all kinds began to arrive to discuss business: dealers in goods, from slaves to horses, from home-wares to weapons and armour—the thing that interested me the most. Medicines for Dorian, foodstuffs and rich wines. Gold and silver, with their makers, who traded their skills to our local kings and chieftains. Materials for women’s dresses and I knew that Clodia would love to see this herself, and I missed her.
The third night also saw Julian host a dinner for his guests. And I was given the seat of honour, and they all watched me eat with one hand, but there were no women for Dorian at our table, or any other.
After dining, we went outside to the courtyard to drink under lanterns, with trestle-tables set out with wares to barter and bargain for. A cool night, but not cold. Many traders to talk with, but I could not make trades on Arthur’s behalf. I told the arms-dealer to go and find him in Armorica, or else, leave me a sample sword, what seemed to me to be a genuine Roman gladius. I thought the man would give it to me, but he refused, and I refused him and went and sat at a small table under a lantern hanging from a tree, and drank with Dorian and some other men for a while.
And as I sat, a new group of traders arrived, coming in late, six of them in a group, and even in the low light of the lanterns, one of them I swore I recognised…a familiar face, and I watched him as he went and joined with Julian at his own table. I watched him, aye…I knew him, and he knew me.
Julian called me over, and I went to his table and looked at the trader and said, “Urad? Anthony the Athenian merchant-trader from Dun Pendyr…”
“Yes!” He stood up and offered me his hand. “Prince Bedwyr, the very one who was to write me a letter of introduction for this very magistrate, Julian. Well met; such a long time I have been gone from Britain, and return now, and here you are.”
We shook hands hard, and I said, “You left on a ship and went home. I told you I knew our man Julian Ambrose. Welcome back to Britain, Anthony. You come to trade?”
“Yes, I do. Please, sit with me, and I will tell you.”
Strange night, strange times.
I sat, and he told me, “I have moved my home to Britain. I am buying a house in Venta Silurum, and another here in Aquae Sulis, as I plan to trade from here. I have been meaning to do this for years, and now I do. It is good to see you, Bedwyr…all that trouble on Dun Pendyr Hill with Prince Medraut, and I gave you an amphora of wine, for which you still owe me.”
I knew he was jesting with me, and his eyes did not show anything but friendship. And how he had changed!
I said, “The last I saw of you, you were bald-headed, now look at you. You did warn me that you grew your hair long. Longer than mine, and I don’t like that.”
He laughed.
He wore his hair long, two braids, like mine, one each side of his head and pulled back, rich dark hair in long curls, and his eyes were deep brown; he was the handsomest creature I had ever seen other than Arthur himself…Anthony was a god; tall and lean, dark, his voice and his accent, his language; the long deep way he looked into my eyes, this was dangerous to me, and yet, I could not move away from him. He was different from what he had been on Dun Pendyr, almost three years ago, and I could not believe the passing of those years, so swift, and lonely for love. I sat with this man, and every time he looked at me, something inside me turned over and begged for more. And in quiet moments, when other men did all the talking around us, he looked at me and I gazed back at him, and it was not right.
Strange night, strange times…this turning inside me. I sat with Anthony in a crowd, and I knew I had to leave.
But it was late before I found the strength to pull away from him, his powerful trap, dark-eyed, for what trap was this? That I drank the last of my wine and stood up and looked down at him and begged to leave. So I left him, and went back to my own room, and stood for a long time at the window and looked out at the moonlight and thought myself in a dream.
I needed to go home, but I could not move. I wished for Arthur to come home and put me back to battle, for I needed my sword in my hand, where I again would be a warrior, and not a trembling fool for the yearning for other men. I sat on, and when it was very late, someone knocked on my door. I thought it was Dorian, but when I opened it, no, it was Anthony. He carried something in his arms, a long box.
He said in his deep exotic voice, “I have something for you, Prince. Let me show you under the lamplight.”
A fool, I let him in, and I closed the door.
I went and stood by the window again, for the moon was full and gave good light with the lamps. Here I watched him take out something from the long box; he rolled it out on the floor. It was a tapestry of such beauty I could not believe the design or the colours. I had never seen such colours before and moved to his side.
I knelt and ran my hand over it, and said, “So beautiful, what kind of tapestry is this? It is exquisite.”
“No, my prince, it is no tapestry, it is a carpet from the Orient. It is very rare and very expensive, and I want you to have it. You cannot walk on it mind, for it is a thing of beauty and only to look at. It is made from the threads of worms.”
I did not believe him, and yet I did.
He spoke something in his own tongue, then, “I cannot say it in British, what it is made of. I thought of you when I acquired it, for your Oriental eyes that I have never forgotten.”
We looked at each other from across the square of this thing called a carpet.
“Your eyes I have never forgotten,” he said again.
I could not answer him. Too close to me he was and I stood up and went again and stood at the window, my heart racing…he followed me. Together we stood, his eyes on mine, the moonlight touching us.
I said to him, “Anthony, I know what you want, but I cannot give it.”
He said, “Be with me.”
“I’m married, I have a wife, a son, a daughter; you will kill me.”
“I will kill us both.”
He moved to kiss me.
I stopped him, pushed him back gently.
“Anthony…why me?” I said.
“It is those eyes of yours…do you not want me?”
“What I want I cannot have; I have already told you, I am married. I have had male lovers, and each time, it has nearly destroyed me to love them, and lose them. I cannot.”
He looked into my eyes till I was lost.
“A man with only one arm,” he said. “And more beautiful than any other with two. Is this the British way? To be beautiful when you are broken? Even more beautiful when you are broken. How do you do it?”
“I will not go with you. You should leave now, please, leave now.”
“So I will go, but I will not give you up. I have found you again after all this time, and I will not let go now. Tomorrow, my prince.”
He bowed to me and moved from my room, closing the door with a sound that to me was final; that he would be still be here in the morning, waiting to claim me.
And yet I did not see him again till the following night at the supper table. We ate all together in the dining-room, where all through supper, Anthony sat and watched me from over the table between us. And when our eating was done, Julian and Dorian left me and Anthony sitting alone; and over the table top, he tried again to woo me.
He looked at me deeply, his deep dark eyes; he said, “I want you. You will come to me here, when I buy my houses. You will be mine. What I claim as mine I do not give up. If you go home, you must come back. Or I will come and get you.”
I told him, “You are a fool, Anthony. I’m a warrior. You cannot lay claim to me. I will go home.”
I left the following morn with Dorian for Venta Silurum. We took our horses back on the long walk to the river-crossing, and over to Venta, and arrived safely at his house.
Six days then went by in some kind of peace, and I helped Dorian with his work when I could.
Then someone arrived at his front door. Anthony. Dark-eyed, tall, full of desire. Just seeing him again almost floored me. But Dorian, of course, being a good host, invited him to stay. And if Anthony was to stay, I would have to leave. Only I was invited to stay for supper. I had to accept, and we dined together that night, cooked by Dorian’s sister, Efelyn, who came in every night to cook for us.
And Anthony said to me at the table, “You left your carpet behind. I gave it to you. You should not have left it behind; it is precious and my gift to you. Why did you leave it?”
“I forgot about it,” I told him.
“You forget what I give you? I brought it for you.”
“Thank you.”
He looked at Dorian and said, “My friend, this man is a prince, and yet he behaves like a barbarian. No man would leave behind an Oriental carpet of precious fibre, but he does. Who teaches manners in this land?”
“I have manners,” I said to him. “I just…forgot about it.”
He turned back to me. “Do not forget about it!”
His eyes were fierce. I saw his hand shaking as he drank his wine. He was in a fever.
“Bedwyr is a law unto himself,” Dorian told him. “And a jewel. But know this, he is a law unto himself, remember that, Anthony. You cannot tie him down.”
“I will try,” and Anthony laid his dark eyes on me again. He had not given up his chasing, and deep inside me, his persistence thrilled me. I had never been so hunted by a man before, and he was determined to have me. I could see it in his eyes. He wanted me like he had never wanted anything before. I vowed to shut Anthony out. I would not take another male lover. I stared back at him from over the tabletop.
We went on with our meal, and all the time he stared at me, and I looked at him, and it became unbearable. And as soon as Efelyn cleared the platters and tidied away, and went home, when it was only the three of us, when the night became late and Dorian left us to sleep, when all was done, what was left? My heart in my mouth, racing fast as Anthony followed me to my room, as he forced his way in behind me, as I allowed him to follow me.
He pushed me back, back against the wall, and forcing his body hard against mine, he said, “You…I cannot stop thinking of you! You left my gift behind. You made me wild, hurt; you walked away from me, you cannot do this to me, you cannot!”
“I will.”
“I love you,” he said, and I did not believe him.
Though he was strong, I knew I could split his skull right here and now with my sword, but he held his lips over mine without kissing.
I said, “Stop talking about love. I’ll not listen to it. You will not use that word again to me.”
“I love you.”
I laughed at him, turned away; he pulled me back and held his lips over mine, poised to kiss me, but he did not touch me, and I thought he must surely feel my heart racing. He forced himself harder against me; I felt his cock, hard. He touched his lips on mine, but did not go deeper; he put his fingers into my hair, stroked my neck, and touched my lips again.
“My desire is you and no other,” he sighed. “You will love me,” and his kiss when it came finished my resistance.
So deep he kissed, I thought the world around me had ended; that he was forcing me to eat after years of starvation. To drink after years of intense thirst. Anthony fed me and quenched me, and took me. I gave myself to him, but I would not let him speak of love. That word was forbidden. And I believed I hated love, for love only hurt worse than any weeping battle-wound. I would not love again. But curse this man to all hell-fire! What a lover he was, an endless spring of love that I could drink from, and he took me to the highest places of pleasure and made me cry out in the deep of the night, “Anthony, I will not love you!”
My protests meant nothing to him; he wrapped me in his arms and drowned me. He held me, kissed me, and all night long, made love to me. Then in the after-time, he spoke to me of his life in Athens.
We talked all night. He told me his wife had died five years ago; that he was the father of five sons, and four daughters, all grown with families of their own, and he was alone. The owner of rich olive groves in Athens; born into a noble family, landowners and men of wealth. And he was beautiful. But I would not love him. I was angry at him for making me feel this way, so when it grew light, I got up first and began dressing while he slept. I had to go home and be with my family and not stay here and be a wretched sodomite with another man in my bed; but it was dark in the room and when I opened the window for more light, I woke him.
He looked at me and I told him, “Anthony, I have to go home. I will leave today.”
“I beg you no,” and he leapt out of bed and came for me. “Please no, I have only just met you, please do not go. My need is as great as yours; my need for you the greatest I have ever known. Please do not go...you told me not to say the word, love, but I will. I love you.”
“No! No. I am going home and that is all I can say.”
It was so hard to dress! The way he looked at me, the sorrow in his eyes. I struggled to dress and he came to help me. And kissed me all the time, desperate kisses, the kind a man gave to one who was leaving, dying, going away forever. He helped me pack my gear, but I would not go before seeing Dorian risen and breakfast done. Dorian understood why I was leaving and gave me firm pledges that he would be all right, that he would send on Arthur’s letters, if and when they came. That he would write to me himself, as I would write to him. We breakfasted together, and after, his servant went to bring my horse from the stables, to saddle him and pack on my saddlebags, to load my pack-horse, and this time, I took Anthony’s Oriental carpet in its long box; difficult to rope on, but we found a way.
Outside, at the garden gate, Anthony tried to stop me from leaving, but Dorian said, “Let him go, Anthony. I know him well, and you are hurting him, so let him go. You cannot keep a wild fox in a cage.”
And when Anthony stood back from me, I saw only pain in his eyes. How could he feel this way about me, so soon? And yet I should know—for I knew what it was like to love and not have. And still he broke my heart, and I his. I went to my horse after holding Dorian farewell, and I mounted high, and looked back once at Anthony as I walked away. I could not turn away from his look, but I had to go, and this was what I did. I went home to Dogfeiling.
CHAPTER 3: The Fox’s new Beard
It was nearing October’s end by the time I reached my villa and I sensed an early winter on its way. And when I rode up to the door, everything seemed quiet and stilled. I was not expected, I knew, but where was everyone? I banged hard on the door, and Cleary came and opened it.
He said, “My lord, we were not expecting you till spring! Lady Clodia is not here.”
“Where is she?” I did not like this news. “Where is Manos and Siona?”
Cleary helped me inside, saying, “They are here, but Lady Clodia is staying with Lord Lucan and his wife for company.”
“Send someone to bring her home,” I told him. “I am home now.”
“Yes, my lord,” and he went off to do my bidding.
I went to my room and threw off my cloak and fell down on my bed, so exhausted by my travel that I let myself fall asleep...
Woke sometime later to soft hands on my face, brushing back my hair. I did not know where I was, till I saw Clodia over me, kissing me softly.
“My love,” she sighed. “Do not get up, stay here and I will bring you some supper, so tired, my love,” she kissed me again, and I threw my arm around her and pulled her down on top of me. I held her hard, and breathed the sweet scent of her hair. I held her and held her, as I felt so guilty and wrong, I could have cried. I did love her. I was so wrong to her; what harm had she ever done to me?
“Clodia…”
“Why did you come home so soon?” she kissed me as she spoke.
“All was quiet in the south. So I came home. Where is Amren?”
“Away with Lucan’s sons, hunting. I cannot stop him from going, he is so headstrong and growing taller every day. He will not be tied to the home.”
“No, let him do what he wants; and the girls?”
“Siona has them in their wing. They are safe; please stop worrying. Let me bring you supper.”
I let her go, and watched her first light the lamps; her beauty was fine, and I sat up to change out of my travel-gear. Aye, I was home.
The following morn I showed Clodia the Oriental carpet thing Anthony had given me. I could not hide it away. I threw it out on the bed and she looked at it long.
“So beautiful,” she said.
“What do I do with it?”
“Leave it on the bed?”
“Hang it on the wall.”
She said, “I will do that—such a rare thing, you have fine friends in the south. I would like this merchant to bring us more fine things.”
Then she took my hand and led me outside into the courtyard and sat me down on the bench where the sun was warmest.
She had with her combs and razor, said she was going to comb out the knots in my hair and shave me, in a new way that she herself had planned for me. I let her do what she wanted, I didn’t mind. So she sat on a stool in front of me, with our girls playing around us: Rhiann, Ffion, who Arthur had sent to Clodia for fostering while he was away; and Enefog.
Clodia first combed my hair and I endured it with gritted teeth.
“Bedwyr,” she said. “Do you never comb your hair?”
“I’ve been travelling for days; a man does not stop to comb his hair when he travels.”
She almost ripped it out from my skull. But when it was done, she started on her new way of shaving: first with the snips and trimmed my beard to my flesh, and almost snipped off lumps of skin.
“Sit still,” she said, and there was something in her eyes when I held her gaze. For a moment, she looked at me, then dropped her eyes, and never before did Clodia drop her eyes from mine.
I frowned, but she snipped me neat to my skin, then began shaving everything off down to my jaw, only she left a thin line of beard along my jaw, and took everything else off, off my top lip, save for two lines of beard each side of my mouth and that was all. She said she had seen some men wearing this style at Longhand’s court and said it looked so handsome, and now even better on me. In fact, I was now clean-shaven save for a thin line of beard along my jaw-line, no moustache at all, save for the two thin lines of it each side my mouth. So this was her plan to handsome me up.
She went to fetch her mirror. I sat feeling my face, it felt good.
The girls came to look at me, this strange trio of girls: my daughter, Arthur’s daughter, and Clodia’s daughter; strange it was, and they did not speak to me, as I thought them shy of me, though they did laugh and smile, especially Ffion, for she always did laugh at me, and I told her news of her father to ease her.
Clodia came back with her mirror and showed me her handiwork; aye! It looked good and I was impressed.
She said, “When you have no moustache, it makes your lips even more kissable.”
“I’m glad to hear that. See, I’m so bloody good to look at, Clodia.”
I laughed and she laughed, and again, when I took her gaze, she dropped her eyes a moment and busied herself with tidying away her grooming tools. Like our girls, she suddenly seemed shy of me and I wondered what was going on; something was going on.
I said, “What’s wrong, my love? Did I come home too soon and frighten you?”
“Why say such a thing!” And she suddenly flared with temper. “Frightened of you? You are a beautiful man, and all I do is dream of you, and you leave me here alone. I miss you so much,” and she fell on me and began kissing all over my newly shaven face, kissing where she had nicked me, even licked the tiny cuts of blood. Then on my mouth.
“So good to kiss,” she sighed. Her sweet tongue pushed into my mouth and I took her in a long kiss, and when we broke apart, again she dropped her eyes.
I stared at her.
She suddenly looked up again, saying, “Oh, I forgot! A letter is here for you from Prince Medraut. I forgot about it in the excitement of you coming home so unexpected. I will fetch it for you.”
And she was gone, almost running. I frowned again; what was going on? Clodia soon came back with my letter; she opened it for me, and I read it quietly in the sun.
It was all about Arthur. Him, Medraut, whining about Arthur being away from Britain, and when would he come home? I felt fear in his words. I was sure now he was feeling fear at being left alone to oversee the north while Arthur was so far away; for if trouble came, Medraut had no one to call on for aid. I began to wonder if he was beginning to regret his new role as king-warlord of the Lothians. I felt unhappy for him, even though he had made this happen himself. But without Arthur, Medraut was bereft, and so, he wanted me. At the end of his letter, he begged me to come to him this coming spring, back to Dun Pendyr.
I said to Clodia, “Medraut wants me to go to him in the spring. Do I go? I cannot leave him this way, needing help and not getting it. He needs me, Clodia. Will you write back to him and say I will come. Tell him Arthur is safe and fighting the Inglass in Armorica, and will not be home for a long time. I don’t like it any more than he does, but this is the way of it. Write back at once.”
“I will,” she said, and got up and took the girls inside the house with her. I felt in her only sorrow. Once the spring came, again I would leave her. I would not take her this time back to Pun Pendyr. I would go alone.
And that same night, together in bed, as she held me and kissed my neck, I said to her, “What’s wrong, Dee? Tell me...why do you avoid looking into my eyes?”
“I do not. I love you so much it’s like a pain inside me, and when you go away, I suffer so much; I want your babe, but again, there is no babe from our last coupling.”
I understood her now, and I rolled her onto her back and held her down; she put her leg up and over my hip, opening herself to me, but I only kissed her. She melted, she always melted when I kissed her, and when I did, far away inside me, there was Anthony; I missed him in some way, missed the deep penetrating touch of him. He sustained me enough to give Clodia what she wanted, and again I filled her and she cried against my chest.
For some days after this, she went about in a dream, looking at me with love and awe. She began sewing things for me as I went out into the pasture with Manos to check on our horses and bring them in for grooming.
Together we stood, watching my Mischief. I was sure he was on his last legs, and my heart ached for him. I loved my old horse so much.
Manos said, “There are frosts now in the morning. Mischief aches in his old bones.”
“He’s breaking my heart, Manos.”
“Do you want me to end him? I’ll do it swiftly and without suffering. These freezing mornings are killing him slowly.”
“Keep him in stables with Brutus, just for a while longer. I cannot bear to end him, not yet.”
He put a hand on my shoulder; “Do not soften your heart over him, Bedwyr, this winter will kill him slowly. I can finish him fast, no suffering.”
“A few more days, please, just so I can get used to the idea of him leaving me. I’ve had him for so many years. He’s like a brother to me.”
Manos gave a small laugh. He himself had never owned a warhorse, had never ridden to battle on such a trusted mount—he did not understand. I told him, “A few more days, then I’ll decide. Let’s take him in to stables.”
I went to take him, and as I did, I heard a high cry, looked up and saw Amren riding towards me on a horse of his own. I could not believe him! He no longer looked like a boy, but a boy growing to a man, tall for his age and fiercely handsome and strong. He came riding up to me, and leaping off, ran to me and cried, “You came home early, Da!”
“Amren, I don’t believe how you’ve grown! You’re almost a man.”
He hugged me, looked up into my eyes. Aye, he was almost a man. I stroked his hair, so handsome, my son.
He said, “I heard you had come home, we can go hunting together again. Did you fight any battles?”
“Na, so you came riding home just for me?”
“I love you,” he suddenly said. I think, for the first time ever. “I want to go to war with you.”
I turned him with me to take our horses to stable, and Amren tortured me with his love, filled me with wild love for him. I would never put my son to battle, not send him to war, not put him in armies like my father had done to me.
I said as we went walking home, “You do not want to go to war, my son. War is terrible. Look what it did to me. I want you to grow up and be a hunter, with all your limbs on your body, where they should be, nowhere else.”
“I want to fight for Lord Arthur and you,” he said, so eager; to him, it was a dream. To me, it was a nightmare. I was already weeping for him inside, if he so much wanted to fight for Arthur. I would not let him.
CHAPTER 4: Arthur’s Trouble-making Gift
So another year began, and with Arthur still away, I began to ache for him in every bone in my body. The dark of winter came, and with it, letters from Dorian by courier. I put the courier-man up in my house till he could return south, and took my letters to my room and read them alone.
Here Dorian told that all was well in the south, and quiet out from Caer Cadwy, even down at Venta Belgarum. Cerdig’s West Saxons, quiet. Llwyd doing well in Caer Llion barracks; and there was nothing for me to worry about. Save there were no letters from Arthur, and why say there was nothing for me to worry about, then tell me there were no postings from Arthur? Now I would worry, and I did…I felt my guts turn over and I cursed a thousand deaths under my breath.
Yet with Dorian’s letter there was another. I knew it…it was from Anthony. Oh, I had never received a letter such as this one! Such beautiful script I knew was Greek, and under it, words that followed to the bottom of the page, where he had drawn an eye—an eye like one of mine, and next to it, a fox with Anthony’s own monogram beside it. He made to me pledges of love, that he would never stop wanting me, that I was his love, and said:
My lover, do not think I have forgotten you. Such a small time together, and such a long desire apart. Will you love me when I say to you I am loyally yours? I have made a purchase of a house here in Venta Silurum and decided against Aquae Sulis, though I travel there often for trade. Will you not come and visit me? And we will love each other and not make demands, though I would demand you come to me. I think of you all the time, for it is an ache inside me, as the Wisdoms say this ache is love. Do you not think of me? Did I make no mark on you? What was I to you? I felt desire in your kiss and love in your beautiful eyes…please come…yours in heart and body, Anthony…
My hand shook as I read his words; too much feeling to deal with. And I stared at the little eye on the page, and I felt him drawing this thing with his own hand, felt him in this letter, as if where I yearned for Arthur, Anthony had answered with a letter of love. It was no easy thing to admit I did feel for him, that I longed to see him again, but I would not go to him. I folded the letter down and put it back into its leather wallet, and went to find a place to hide it, for I could not bring myself to burn it. I put it in the chest where I kept my armour and went out into the courtyard to see to my old horse. Mischief was still on his legs, and eating well in stables with Brutus, so I had no thoughts of having Manos destroy him. And my mind was alive with thoughts of Anthony…and of Arthur. Torn between the two of them, torn between the love of men and the love of one woman.
We had our first heavy fall of snow a few days later, snow that fell for days on end, and this confined me to the house, as it came down thick. Manos and Cleary dug a path out from my front door, it was so heavy, the first time I had seen such a heavy snowfall for many years.
Only I remembered one year when Arthur and I were boys, and we were trapped in the house, and Lord Darfod the Merlin came—he came with a skull in his bag, a carved skull from the bones of a sea-monster, or so he told us, and as we were boys of nine and ten, we believed him.
He said this sea-monster had tusks for teeth, that pointed down its chest, and he put the skull on the shelf near the hearth. And Arthur, that night, threw pieces of wood from the fire at it.
I said to him, “Do not upset sea-monsters.” And he said, “It’s not a sea-monster, it’s only bones, carved like a skull.”
“It came from a living-thing,” I warned him. “That’s real bone, I’ve seen real bone enough; do not throw sticks at it, it won’t like you if you do.”
We spoke all of this in whispers, as we were both really afraid of it, that it could hear us. I told this story to our children, to Ffion especially, who devoured everything I told her of her father, such were our winter nights in snow. Amren thought my story was funny, but the girls sat with wide eyes, yet it was me who dreamt of Arthur later that same night. I saw him on his warhorse, turning its head in a wide circle to make a charge, as he called to his men, wild with bloodied armour, helmet-less, crying his orders and I tried to answer and obey, but I couldn’t. I could not obey, for I was not there with him.
This dream woke me on a cold dawn. A special dawn; for another courier came through the snow up from Deva. Two of them in fact, youths who would brave the weather for Arthur. They brought me a small chest, and when I brought them inside to warm and feed, they put the chest down and told me it had come via ship to dock in Deva’s port. For Arthur had guessed I would be home for winter, and sent it via the shortest route to reach me.
Letters inside and gifts.
One letter said it was peace time in Armorica, and like the old Roman ritual of gift-giving at Saturnalia, that the Romani Christians had usurped for themselves and since called Christ-Mass, he sent us gifts. It was the best way to break the cold and the snow and melt it. So Siona set about making mulled wine, and I found a letter for Ffion in the chest, from father to daughter. I handed it to her and she gave a squeal of delight and ran to read it by the fireside.
On the floor I sat with Clodia and we plundered the chest. For the women she found beautiful rolls of dress material; a delicate gold necklace, found in a little box addressed to herself. Next, a beautiful hunting knife for Amren with a handle of antler, carved with animals. Little carved toys for the girls; all of it packed like a chest of treasure that seemed to me like a trader’s wares, all of it exotic—from faraway lands, like Anthony’s Oriental carpet. Pots of sweet smelling oil that Clodia loved, though what they were for, we did not know. A smaller box, sealed, with my name on it.
I showed it to Clodia and she cut the twine for me, and said with her hand on mine, “As it was sealed, I say it is private for you, sweetheart, open it in our room.”
“It’s only letters,” I said. “Open the lid for me.”
So she did, and inside, I saw a parchment letter and something else.
“It’s a book!” Clodia sighed. “Oh, open it, it is a real book.”
“A book?” I said. “Like that thing with bound pages the Christians read?”
“Aye, my love, yes, bound pages.”
She was so excited, she took it out and together we saw the thing was overall bound in leather, embossed with a design of two people entwined on its cover, yet the book too was bound, and again, Clodia cut the twine, and took it in her hands and opened it and gasped; her mouth fell open and she blushed red. She snapped it closed fast and gave it back to me. She got up and moved away to see to the girls with a hard look on her face.
I didn’t understand, till I saw the pages, for it was not a book of words, but pictures. A picture-book. Of sex-acts…between men.
I shut the book quickly and stood up. Where did Arthur get such a thing from? It was wicked. What was I to do with this wicked thing? The letter, Arthur’s letter. He must explain…
I went to my room and shut and barred the door. I dropped the book on the table under the window for light, and slowly opened it again. I could not believe what I saw; a dozen pages or more, where on each page, drawings by some master craftsman who knew what he was doing, sex acts, exactly as it was…hard cocks and all the rest, open, on show, perfect, page after page, each with a different sex-position.
It was wicked, because it aroused me, and I knew then the purpose of it…to do just this thing, and it was naught but a tease, and I swore at Arthur for sending me this thing, for all it did was remind me of what I was, what I wanted, what I needed. The pictures were so well made in bright colours, and yet there was love too—in the long kisses of two men on one page, bound in love. I had never seen anything like this before in my life, or even imagined such a thing, though the men in the book seemed of foreign look, so I knew it had come again from some far place of some exotic land. Maybe a land where men could love other men openly, I did not know; unbelievable! And precious. I could not breathe for the beauty of it, and Clodia had seen it. She had been right; this thing was sealed for only my eyes. Now she had seen it, and I did not know what to do with it, only I knew it would play on my mind. I was angry and excited both at the same moment, and I snatched up Arthur’s letter and fell into my chair and went to read it. His letter changed my feelings, for it told a long hard story.
In his last battle against the Inglass, Cai had taken a serious wound and was laid up in an infirmary, struggling to live…
And worse.
Irfan’s twin brother, Dafin, had been killed, and Irfan had gone wild with grief. And Arthur wrote:
Once he has taken revenge for Dafin’s death, I will send him home. But he is out of his mind and raving. I am slowly sending my men insane from battle-grief: it is my duty to stay with them, to be strong for them, for I am their general, and yet it is breaking me. Bedwyr-brawd, listen to me, I miss you more and more as each day of horror goes on, for only you can lift me above the grief; only you can make me laugh, and how I miss you! None compare to you. All our losses, I bless you are not here to see them, yet wish you were, so I can look into your eyes, such beauty in your eyes, and you hold me up like no other ever could. We are all suffering, and you will be too, to know I am so far away and at constant battle. We are exhausted, but cannot stop. Neither can I return to Britannia until every last warlord has seen the futility in attacking Britain with me as her defender. I will not allow it. So I stay. I stay for Cai as well, for he cannot be moved, though I am sure he will live.
And more is to come, for in recent days, I did receive a challenge from Rome herself. I am so well known now in these lands, that every last warlord seeks to challenge me to battle. This last challenge from Rome! The last of the Roman Legions, with their last commander, single combat, Fox, single combat.
And I could not read any more.
Terror-struck, my heart and mind breaking for him, for all of them, my brothers; a challenge from Rome! How can he survive it? He will never come home.
I read on:
My beloved brother, do not fear for me, but if I do not survive this challenge, the Clan will send me home in glory. Stay strong for me, do all of the things you are so good at. Let me dream of you being as you are, my Fox, my heart, my home, my soul and my blood. Be yourself always for me, so I can think of you as I sleep at night. And though I have many women to sleep with, none compare to you. And when I come home, I want to hear all of your stories, of all the men you love and all the men you fight and those you torture with your rebellious fire. Stay strong for me. Your brother, Artorius…and please, enjoy the book, it is meant to be enjoyed, not condemned. I have one just like it, only between men and women. Enjoy it and do not be ashamed…A.
No, I would never be ashamed of loving him. But he brought me to tears, and I cried alone for a moment of deep loss and pain and uselessness—how I wished I was with him! Even if it meant my death, I would rather be with Arthur than all the beautiful youth of Britain.
CHAPTER 5: The Harshest Winter Ever Known
The harsh winter went on and on with freezing blizzards and high snow. Our food was beginning to run low, not just for ourselves, but my horses, and the end finally came for Mischief. Towards the start of the coldest month, I found him dead in his stall. Crumpled to the ground, frozen solid, and for a long time I stood and stared down at him—I did not believe he was dead and gone from me forever. I could not believe it, my old horse, brought to me as a trick of Arthur’s for my birth-day.
The snow outside was high and the wind howled, and I slumped. I could not stay on my feet, and grief, cold and fast like a blizzard itself swept me away. I fell, I fell over his cold body and broke down, I did not want this to happen, to break like this, but I felt it, I knew it, I cried over him, I did. My battle-mount. I cried over him in the freezing stall and knew nothing of it. For the death of Mischief seemed the death of my past, the death of my youth, and I saw over and over again all the battles he had carried me into, my birth-day present…
Too deep in grief to even know I was freezing myself…
Not till Manos and Clodia came out to find me…
Sat on the floor of the stall, shivering and weeping…
Together they pulled me to my feet, and I did not want to go…
But I was broken at last. And I said, “Is there no end to the dying? When will it ever stop? When will the dying ever stop?”
“Hush, my love,” I heard Clodia whisper. They took me back into the house and made me a hot bath, for I was freezing in my hand, and feet and my legs and back, as I had sat on the cold stable floor for hours, or so Manos said. I went into the hot water of the tub in my room, and it hurt. Burning me, I cried in the water.
I could do nothing else these days but weep. It had to stop. Everything had to stop. This winter had to stop, and Arthur had to come home, or find me dead of a broken heart. Irfan’s twin brother; I knew Irfan would be mad with his own grief to lose a brother with his own face. I wished he would come home, wished they would all come home. And Cai, my brother, Cai, wounded…who else had died? How many lost? Would the Clan come home, severed in half? I stayed alone in the bath by the brazier, I thought of Anthony. I could have him; he was the one man I could have, if I wanted him. I would find comfort in his arms, under his strength…this was the way of it. Bad to my bones.
I washed everything on my body that was not missing. And as I did, I knew my mind was slipping somewhere bad again…and as it went slipping, I decided to go and stay a while with Lucan, for no reason other than to see another face, like my own and yet not.
As soon as I thawed out my frozen limbs, and ate well, and slept well, as soon as I knew it was another missing morning, I told Manos to bury my old horse as best he could. I packed a few things and went to stay with Lucan, riding Brutus through ankle-deep snow to his hall by the lake; wood-smoke rising from his rooftop and himself glad to have me, as I distracted him, even in his jealousy of me. He took me for his entertainment, as I was good for that at least. Aye, I found his hall a better place for a while, full of warriors, his women banished to their own house behind the hall.
Some wine and ale in my tankard, lots of wine and ale.
I sat with him, both of us wrapped up in our skins and throwing anything onto the hearth that would burn hot—his men came in for the night-time drinking, and with them was a blond bard named Rory, who made praise-poety about me, calling me, Fast-Spear the Fox, while Arthur was Swift-Sword the Bear. Rory, I caught, was in love with me…I trapped him in a corner one night, and whispered to him to not make praise-poetry about me. Stay with Lucan, I said, praise him, not me, and this will stop Lucan throwing mugs of ale at me, or setting his wolf-dogs to chew me up if I fall drunk on the floor. I went on drinking to quell my lusts. Fool; I drank and drank and pissed like a horse outside in the freezing air.
I sat with Lucan every night at his side, both of us drunk most of the time, with Rory gazing at me like some love-struck lover-boy with an aching cock. I knew it well enough, and it was madness. Every night, after drinking myself numb, I slept by the fire, on the floor like all good warriors did, hidden under a mound of skins and blankets, a dog at one side and Rory at the other.
Lucan’s wife, Trehann, came every morning to kick us out to clean and sweep and moan. She had arms like a warrior’s, and a broom she hit us with if we did not get up and move outside for her work, her and her womenfolk. It was time to plan a hunt.
We stood outside in the cold wind, in a group, and here I formed a plan to hunt right down to Longhand’s stronghold and raid him.
“Raid Cadwallon Longhand?” Lucan asked me.
I answered him, “Aye, he will welcome us.”
“No, he won’t, he will kill us.” He shook his head at me.
“You he will, but not me,” I laughed.
“All right,” he said. “We’ll raid Longhand’s stronghold.”
I nodded; “Good, just let me send for my son first. It’s time Amren came hunting and raiding with me. Time he learned to be my armour-bearer.”
Lucan looked shocked with me; he shook his head, no. “You are not serious about this, my brother, my cousin. I was jesting you. Longhand will butcher us all. We will hunt and leave the old man alone; and don’t forget his son, Maelgwn. He’s a madman. I wish to keep well out of his way.”
He looked afraid, so I told him so. “Then you are afraid of Longhand’s son.”
“Do not ride me, Bedwyr,” and he put a warning finger in my face.
I loved this! Riding my cousin.
I looked around me, as it seemed the men only wanted to hunt, and leave Longhand well alone, and Lucan said, “Maelgwn is the offspring of his uncle Owen White-tooth, so like him it hurts. Do you want to stir trouble between us again, as before? You yourself took the full force of Owen, so you must know, leave Maelgwn alone.”
“So be it. The whelp of Owen’s pack we will leave alone. Send a man for my son,” and I walked away, back into the hall.
Rory followed me in. He stood with me by the hearth. We looked at each other, and I believed him awe-struck by my fame, and not truly a man’s man. Just awe-struck.
I said to him, “Rory, why don’t you go to Longhand’s court? Tell him I sent you. He will make of you a great bard, a greater one than if you stay here with Lucan. Longhand needs a man to sing his praises, and perhaps I will go and join you there.”
“It would be better in Rhos,” he said. “But I would like to be in your company, my lord.”
“My company means freezing your stones in the snow as we go out hunting. Longhand will keep you warmer than I will.”
He nodded. “It has been a very cold winter this one. They say it is because Arthur is gone. So cold without him. My lord, I wish to meet him one day.”
I laughed at him; “Arthur is hotter than the sun; if you stand near him, be prepared to burn. So we are so cold because he is gone? I believe it.”
And it snowed again that night to prove it. Not one of us could remember such a severe winter before, and I wondered if Rory’s story was true; that with Arthur gone from Britannia, she was punishing us for letting him go. I wondered.
Local people began to die. Reports came often of deaths from starvation and cold. Our food froze in their barrels; we thawed it by the central hearth, and slept all around it, one fire for all of us. I worried sick about Arthur’s daughter. I would not let the children go hungry, and Ffion must stay alive—would Arthur come home to find his daughter dead and gone? I would not allow it. And I stopped eating my own ration for them. I admit I began to starve. I let it happen. It was the only way.
My son had his eleven years birth-day in this terrible time. And then myself. I starved towards the age of thirty and five, and wondered to myself if I would live to see the next. To see Arthur come home. I thought of him so many times in fevered dreams. I spoke to him in fever, begged him to come home, and yet, he was fighting Romans. Romans! What madness was this? What had gone wrong with the world?
Clodia tried to have me eat. I ate only the cawl of deer bones. Men went out to track down the hill-sheep and kill them.
I sat at Lucan’s side, and I did not move.
Clodia looked after me, and I saw hunger in her eyes too.
I said to her one day, “Go to Longhand.”
“You are not thinking well,” she answered, holding my hand as we watched the tiny fire burning. “How can I get to him through this weather, darling? Look at me. I cannot take the girls out in this terrible snow. When will it ever end?”
“What food is left?” I asked.
“There is some salted deer and bones. Some winter vegetables from before the snow. Lucan spoke of killing some ponies. They are dying besides, as we are out of feed for them.”
I said, “I can get through to Longhand. Brutus will carry me through; he’s a powerful horse. Longhand will have food; he is by the sea. We should have gone to him and not stayed here. I will go to Longhand, and see if I can bring food from him.”
“Bedwyr, please, you are too weak from hunger, I cannot let you go.”
“No, I will go. I must, I’ll not see these children starve. I will go in the morning.”
But I could not move; I slept a lot. I was only skin and bones myself now. A few hill-sheep came in the following day, taken from their winter housing and butchered to keep the children alive; we adults took the remainder. I would not eat. But it was not nearly enough, only for our children. The women made a huge cauldron of peas and mutton. The last of the vegetables went in.
One day, a local woman brought in a large pot of boiled pork. For the King’s daughter, she said. What could I do? See her own children starve, or Arthur’s? I had to take the food for his daughter. I kissed the woman and swore that if we survived this winter madness, I would reward her well. I would give back twice what she gave us. She curtsied to me and went home through the snow.
Such great people of my cantref…
That night, I almost broke down and wept when Ffion came to me and offered me her bowl of pork. When I looked into her eyes, they were bright, and I knew she would survive. She was her father’s daughter after all. But I would not eat her food.
She said, “But please, you are my foster-father. Please, just a sip? Take only a sip, my lord.”
I let her do what she wanted, and I took only a sip. It tasted so good, I could have stolen it from her and had it all to myself, but I closed my eyes. I dreamt of her father.
Ffion put her hand on my head as I bowed to her bowl.
She said, “My father would be angry with me if I did not share with you, his beloved foster-brother.”
I looked up at her. Told her, “No, Ffion…he would kill me if I stole your food. And I would let him.”
“It is not stealing, but sharing.”
So wise, so young, so beautiful.
I did not take more.
I said, “If you want to share, share with Enefog, my daughter.”
My precious little one, who slept so much in Clodia’s arms, so thin…would I let my own daughter die first before Ffion? My mind was in turmoil! So many children to care for. To me, all children were equally precious, and Arthur had abandoned us.
Or so I believed. But he had not. How could I ever think that he would?
Some days later, a wain came through from Longhand’s side. It carried three large chests. Somehow, and I do not know how, Arthur had sent them via ship in this terrible winter weather. Was it this bad too in Armorica? The chests were full of preserved foods, enough to hold us through to spring, I was sure, if I rationed them well. I was so weak now, I could not control my emotions, for my passion for him suddenly bloomed all over me again, like some great beating heart of love. Then letters in a sealed box, wrapped in oiled leather to keep them from dampness. Only when I went inside to read them, I noticed how thin I was. I had not noticed, or would not notice…my hand; the bones of my hand were showing. I was starving to death, and only now did I see it.
Clodia came to me.
I said to her, “I will eat now.”
She smiled sadly, kissed me, told me, “I love you so much.”
“And I you.”
I had Rory open the box of letters for me, and I sat on a stool by the hearth and read them alone. No man bothered me, as outside they unpacked the chests. I heard them blessing our Arthur. The Christians amongst us saying bless the Lord Jesus and this made me angry, for it was nothing to do with that invisible Jesus, but all of Arthur who sent to save us. And he would send more; he said so in his letters. He had heard of our harsh winter through travellers and his couriers. From the south at Venta Silurum, he had sent more chests for Dorian, though the winter there was not as harsh as for us here in the north.
He wrote:
Bedwyr, I am so worried about you, it is sending me mad. I will keep on sending chests via ship to Venta, and Deva, but I have only two ships under my command, so they must be rationed. Somehow, I will get through to you. Do not worry about me. The winter here is bad, but we are surviving better than my people home in Britain. Here, there are many areas to find food. The land is so vast, it stretches for thousands of leagues in every direction, and the Roman road is open from here to Rome itself, they say.
But this land is infected with Germani barbarians. They have long taken parts of Armorica, and I cannot stop them for sure. I have had discussions with some of their leaders, even some Goths, who remembered me from Baddon Hill. The Alans are friendly to me, for they hate the Saxons and the Inglass. But the Franks are the strongest here. My saving is that none of them are interested in killing me; believe it when I tell you, the Franks are so far indifferent, for which I am happy to bear. I am growing rich in the gifts the Armoricans give me, and I will send them home to Venta. The stories they tell of me you would not believe! I am a god. I am a conqueror, I am magic, I am chosen by Lord Jesus of Rome himself to be an Immortal. I wish only for Rome to leave me alone, but she will not.
Another dangerous thing, brother, is that even though all of these tribes have taken to Christ-Jesus, they all still fight amongst themselves in the most savage way over doctrinal differences: the Romani are persecuting the Arians, and the Arians are fighting with the Romani. Here, the Romani call themselves Trinitarians. They have outlawed the Arians—they butcher each other, and it is madness!
The Franks are easiest to deal with, as a great many of them are still pagan and willing to keep to themselves, but are rumoured to convert to the Romani way under their king, Clovis. This insane Christ-belief will split the world more than any warring chieftains. I try hard to stay out of it, and yet, when they ask me if I am a Romani, or an Arian, I have to be very careful of what I tell them. I am Romani to some, and Arian to others, depending on who I speak to—believe me when I tell you, they will kill me faster over which Doctrine of Christ I follow than what I am as Imperator of Britain. And I fear this Christ-plague will spread to Britain, as this is one war I cannot win. Yet it is you, Fox, I worry for. Brother, so much so I cannot sleep. I miss you as if some jealous god had ripped out my heart from my chest, and yet chooses to leave me still alive. You are my heart, you are.
Cai is better now, but Irfan has fallen with some mind-sickness over the death of his twin brother. I wish to come home in the summer, as I am desperate to see you again, and my children, please, tell me they are well. I know you cannot go to Llacheu in Uthyr’s land, but if you can, I would have you see Medraut. He will be in touch with Llacheu. Please tell me of Ffion. Is she well? I worry for you all, and I know I should be with you now, but I cannot leave until I have finished the last of these Inglass warlords, and this terrible Roman Tribune, who thinks he can have my head on a pike. Please write to me a long, long letter. I love your writing so much, your words are unique, your voice all your own. Do not leave me wanting.
Please kiss every woman in Britain for me, and my baby Ffion, my little beauty. I love you all, you are all my loves, you are all my hearts, you are Britain to me, and the very reason why I fight so hard. So you can live, and if I die doing this, it will be worth it for to keep you alive, to keep Britain alive. Bedwyr...please understand I must do what I was born to do, what the Goddess Britannia made me for. I will try hard to be home for this coming summer.
Your brother, Artorius.
I felt in his words great pain, great suffering. He was suffering far more than he was telling me in his written words. I could feel it. I knew him so well, I knew he was in deep trouble, as we were only now coming out of ours. His chests of produce would see us through with care and my heart lifted for the little ones.
I looked up from the page and called Ffion over to me; though I would not let her read the letter, I told her that her father sent all his love, and that I was to kiss her for him. I did. She giggled and ran away. Ffion was now big sister to my daughter and looked after her every need. Rhiann too. They were three little women, bonded close, with Ffion as their leader. I knew the boys were strong, and yet, what of Llacheu? Uthyr would never allow me to visit. He would never allow me news of Arthur’s son. Only Medraut was my last ally in the North.
So I began to eat again. Small meals at first. The women were skilled at making the tiniest amount stretch to many mouths. The children always came first, then we men, and they took themselves last. I admired our women more and more every day, for they were brave and unflinching in their dedication to survival, to keep the households alive, to keep us men fed so we could fight, if needed. To hunt. It was time to hunt again, and find some pigs for the woman who had brought food to my door. I would find those pigs somewhere and repay her kindness.
CHAPTER 6: Finding Anthony’s Letter
One day in spring, I stepped outside, and saw the snow was gone from the hills, melted, and flooding into the streams and rivers; even our lake seemed swelled from melting snow coming down in secret runs from the hills. It was not warm, but warming, and the ground was barren, beaten down by the weight of snow that it was forced to bear for five long months. The sun was shining and I stood under it, and worshipped it. To me, if there was anything worthy of worship in this world, it was the sun.
I was on my feet and putting on form again. I would have to train, build strength in my arm. Over by Lucan’s storehouse I saw butchered game hanging, newly killed and blood dripping into bronze pots. We would have blood-sausage; it was a good sign. The boys were out and running well, they had survived, and the girls too, laughing again. It was mid-March and the land was in a battle to live again. We were all in battle to live again.
Some days later Lucan and I went out with a small escort to ride our land and visit the common people and find out how many we had lost in my cantref. And we found we had lost many. We were decimated. So many had died this winter, I despaired that we would ever again be a strong clan. The Stags were finished. It was not battle or conflict with warlords that finished us, but the wicked weather.
I saw Lucan often looking at me with sorrow; I saw in his eyes the sign of a man unable to go on. I told him we must. And I still had not found the pigs I wanted…though I visited the woman who came with the pork-broth and found she had lost her own children, and I wept for her. Though she took my hand and thanked me for coming to visit her.
I told her I would send her provisions, when I found some; she blessed me. So we went on, crossed to the far side of the lake where the last faction of the Stags held out. All ten of them. These men were related, distant cousins on Lucan’s father’s side. On my side, as I was descended from the Kings of Gwynedd, there being only Longhand’s family left. My grandfather’s side. But the Stags of Dogfeiling were finished.
Lucan and I went home in sorrow, though I did manage to find a pig; one single pig that I sent to the woman I promised.
The time of May came, bringing with it warmth and strength.
I grew in strength and sorrow both warring inside me. All of us worked hard to renew ourselves and our land. Clodia worked hard to lay me, so much she wanted a baby from me, and never did she fall. Despair; she cried and said she was barren.
I spent time with Manos; together we worked to repair the roof of the stable that had partly fallen in from the weight of the winter snow bearing down on it—here my cousin found how much I could do one handed, all the things Sawyer had taught me.
And as we worked so much alone, I asked Manos one day, that if anything should happen to me, that I lost in battle or anything else, that he would take my son as his own and finish raising him, to teach him to be a greater hunter, to be a husband-man and not a warrior.
Manos looked at me from his perch above in the roof where he worked, and said, “Of course I will. Your son is my son. Bedwyr, are you leaving us? You are not happy, cousin.”
“Na.” I stood and looked up at him. “It’s only a strange thing, a harsh winter of death, and Clodia wants a baby and I fail to plant it. She wants more and more of me every day…”
He jumped down from the rafters and joined me on the stable floor, studied me carefully. Manos, a man of few words, but so full of instinct.
He took my shoulder. “No man can help a barren wife, you fail to plant inside her because she is barren, seeds do not grow on barren soil—that is the Law of Nature, and you suffer for Arthur. Would you not go to him? Your son will not suffer for a father, if you go.”
“How can I? I swore to him that I would not leave Britain.”
This made him laugh; he said, “You have been obedient to him for three whole years, and we are all waiting for you to rebel, and yet you do not. You are sick inside, my cousin. And I need to cut some wood for this roof. Will you come with me to find a good log?”
“All right, let’s go find one,” and I went with him out to our wood-pile, and as we went, he asked me if my seed, when I spurted it, if it was weak and water-like, or was it thick and rich.
Of course it was thick and rich, and he said, “Then it is her who fails to fall. Tell her this, and also tell her to shut up about it, that Nature has deemed her barren, and so she must get on with raising her other children and leave you in peace.”
I agreed with him. We found our log and went back to plane it, and all the time I thought about his words: three years I had been obedient, three years without rebellion in my blood. Maybe I was sickening…time to rebel?
I did not know.
That same night, I had a long talk with Amren in my room, alone together. Here I told him all my feelings of him becoming a warrior, that I would not let him. I told him to look to his Uncle Manos for all his great skills as a hunter, trapper, tracker, hounds-man and farmer. Perhaps Amren would even take a craft, a blacksmith. I gave him these ideas and told him that I was taken by Fate to leave him soon; that the High King would take me, as I was born to be taken. Amren understood. He was old enough now to understand such things as Fate and destiny. He said he was proud of me, that he would make me proud in return.
I told him to go with Manos as his father, and his eyes filled with tears as he said, “Are you going back to war?”
And I said, “I think so.”
He took my hand, and I kissed him.
He said, “Da, am I still your real son?”
“Of course you are! But I am a warrior-prince, and warriors pledge themselves to their lords, to battle, to their clans and their kings, their countries. You are still my son, my one and only son, and I love you higher than Gwynedd’s great mountain. Beyond it and more. Amren, know this, remember it, I was pledged at my birth to Arthur and to Britain. Do you understand?”
His eyes, full of pride when he answered, “I do. When are you leaving? Will you ever come back?”
I took his shoulder, held him to me; “First, I don’t know when I will leave, but I will come back. Do I not always come back to you?”
“Always.” And he hugged me.
So there it was. Deep inside me, I knew it now. Somehow, sometime, I would rebel and risk Arthur’s anger to be with him again.
And yet, days went by without me making a move.
I wrote to Longhand and told him I was leaving. And to make sure his son, Maelgwn, stayed out of Dogfeiling.
I did much writing, and one night, when I went into my room to think about scripting instructions to Lucan about what to do with my villa and belongings if I should be killed overseas, as Arthur believed Merlin’s prophesy that I would, as I went in, I found something laid out on the table. What I found was the letter Anthony had written to me before winter, the letter of his love to me. There on the table under lamplight. She had found it, Clodia. And put it there for me to see—to know that she now knew of him. I looked at it for a long time, and felt a sweeping sadness fill me. I touched the words on the slate, and I missed him.
Clodia herself came into the room not long after this, and saw me standing, looking at it, my own personal letter. Her anger at me was on her face, in her eyes. Her pain and her hurt, her betrayal.
She came to my side, and said, “Who is he that he writes such things to you, my husband? Who is he?”
“It makes no difference who he is,” I told her, turning to face her.
And she faced me; fierce she was, anger in her voice. “Did I not tell you this was all over? I did not ever believe that you were corrupt. But you must be, if you lie with sodomites. You must be.”
“Aye, I must be.”
“You are my husband! I love you, and you are corrupt. How can I change you, my love? What must I do to save you? And have you lie only with me and give me a baby of your own to carry? What must I do?”
She reached for me, I backed away. I said, “There is nothing you can do. You are as helpless as I am myself to change me. I should not have married you. I have wronged you. I have wronged you badly.”
She picked my letter up and shook it at me; “Then you will put it right, and stand by me. You will burn this letter, and never again see this man, Anthony. I forbid it. You are a warrior and a prince, and you will behave as such, or shame me, and yourself.”
She shamed me. She succeeded well in shaming me.
She made me feel naked and wrong. She said, “I will burn it and I will burn that filthy picture-book with its foul pictures that Arthur sent you. I cannot believe that of him! I cannot believe any of you men, not you, not Arthur, not Medraut.”
I told her, “Men are corrupt, lady. Women are perfect. And you will not burn anything of mine, given to me as gifts or as personal letters, do you understand? What is corrupt will remain so. You will not burn this letter, or my book.”
I took off her what was mine, and so we stood, staring at each other, daring each other. Or that I dared her to defy me.
She only said, “And this man? What is he to you?”
“Say no more about it; keep to your own business.”
She lowered her eyes. I saw then her pain, and I took her, but she fought me and pushed me aside.
Before she left the room, she said, “He was the one who gave you that beautiful tapestry. If he loves you as much as I do, and for as long, I can only envy him, if you love him. But yet…such love is filth and corruption. My heart is broken. I will pray for you, my love.”
She went out and closed the door on me. I slept alone that night, and stared for a long time at the Oriental carpet mounted on the wall by my side. I stared at it till the lamp guttered out…
I went to Lucan with my scripted document and gave it to him the following day. He took it without complaint; he read it before me and nodded agreement—that my son would go to Manos as his foster-son, yet still of course within our clan. My daughter too would go with Manos, for I felt inside me that Clodia would desert me, but not till Arthur returned and she could give him back his daughter, Princess Ffion. Lucan swore he would oversee Ffion’s safety.
And sitting on his high-seat in his hall, he said, “Then if you plan to leave, you must take a warrior-guard with you. I give you Derric and Sior, and I think too, Rory would kill me if I do not choose him to go with you as well. Take them, Bedwyr. I will not see you travel alone.”
I bowed to him and accepted his guard…
CHAPTER 7: Chasing the King
Before I left, Princess Ffion came to me and gave me a gift. It was her birthday and she was ten years old this day, and the gift was from her to me: a finely fashioned hair-bracelet, made from the mane of my dead horse, Mischief. She tied it on my wrist herself, the ends bound tightly and secured with leather. She stepped back, gave a small curtsy, and I stood looking at her. Arthur’s face on a female child. I saw the signs of coming womanhood on her and I wondered which great prince of this land would marry her.
Who would ever marry Arthur’s daughter? Who would even dare?
I kissed her farewell, kissed all my women farewell, and left them in tears. Clodia tried to hold me back at the door; she begged to me that she was sorry.
“Oh, my love!” she cried. “I cannot be without you!”
“Let me go, Clodia. Let me go as if I am dying.” I kissed her and said, “I am sorry too, please, I never wanted to hurt you.”
She held me and cried as I kissed her farewell, and I left with my three escorts, Derric, Sior, and Rory. Left with my son standing behind as my lieutenant—such as I now called him, and he loved it. He was the man of the household and he let me go proudly.
So I was gone over the hills, packed with garb and provisions, all of my armour, my swords sharpened. And Rory smiled to himself that he was off on his first adventure with the Prince of Gwynedd he so loved, awe-struck. Sior was quiet, said nothing, watched much. Eyes trained to spot game, but Derric whispered to me that Sior was cruel inside, more to men than animals. He treated his women harshly, and once, had scarred his wife’s face with a blunt knife. He was lightning-fast with his arrows, shot for us a deer on the way, skinned and butchered it himself, cooked, and stood watch at night.
And Derric whispered to me one night in the dark hills, “Sometimes he drinks his own piss. He’s as wild as they come, my prince. He kills on the blink of an eye. I say he should have been a warrior, but he would join no man’s army, not even our Arthur’s.”
I looked over at Sior, him standing under a tree and staring out into the night. Something about him reminded me of the Snake. I thought of Medraut now; what was going on with him? In the North? With Uthyr. He and Uthyr had always been close. Aye, they had their troubles, but Uthyr had long favoured Medraut, even over his own son…Arthur had grown up watching his father favour his cousin.
But Rory lightened the way with his bardic words that he spoke every night around our camp-fires; he gave poetic description of everything I did, even how I pissed with golden drops to fruit the land with my scent. The fool. But he spoke with jest and we all laughed. But Derric was their leader and he looked after me well; he was loyal to me unto his death, but I could not say the same of Sior. And Rory was just plainly in love with me, and long before reaching Venta Silurum, I knew them as my shield-men.
And on the doorstep of summer, I took us first to Dorian’s house. And so it was I returned to my beloved doctor, with one side of me alive with hope to find Anthony there; the other side of me, dreading such a thing. Deep inside, I still did not want him as my lover. I would refuse, or I would fall. But Anthony was not with Dorian, only his family and his sister. He worked now out of his own home most days, and held me hard when he saw me again standing on his doorstep, again without warning that I was coming.
“A Prince who runs around just like a fox,” he said as he brought me in. “Through the hills you must know by now like your own face.”
“Dorian, are you well?” I said.
“I am. I still work hard, the best doctor in Britain, they call me.”
“You are.”
I then brought in Rory, Derric and Sior, and it was like bringing wild animals into Dorian’s clean and neat Southern household; especially my two shield-men, Derric and Sior, who were rough-hewn, animal-skinned, their hair like manes, if not myself with them, and Dorian stared at them, for my doctor was a man of refined dress and tastes.
I could not help but laugh at him.
“They will not slaughter you in the night, Dorian,” I warned him. “They are my men, and we are here for a reason. Can you find them a camp-out in your garden? For they will not sleep in the house or on sweet-smelling beds like yours.”
I laughed at him again, as he looked distraught; his dark eyes stared at my three savage companions. “They can sleep out in the wood-shed, there is room out there. Will that suit them?”
“It will suit us well,” Derric bowed to him. “We just need somewhere to shit.”
Dorian paled, and I laughed. “I’ll sort them out,” I eased him.
Then, later with my men settled outside and making a campfire in Dorian’s back courtyard, I sat with him in his lamp-lit main room and asked him of news of Arthur.
He said from his hard Roman couch, “A ship came and went three days ago. Would you believe I have a letter here for you all ready to go? But you come to me instead, just like you did last time. Sometimes I think, Bedwyr, that you and Arthur are roped together on invisible bindings, that he pulls and you come. Come and read it in my room.”
I got up from my chair and followed him, for something inside me shivered when he said this, about me and Arthur being bound on invisible bindings. This was so true! Dorian said it, put it into true words. And a letter waiting. I could have missed it on my way here, as Arthur sent it on to me. Written on velum it was, and hot in my hand as I sat to read.
He wrote:
Fox, hear me, the Romans are coming for me. If I run, I am nothing in this land and the men here have already made much of me: I have slaughtered every army in my path, and now, Rome cannot let me go unchallenged. Who is this Arthur? they say. This brash British Imperator who tramples over Saxons and decimates the Inglass? They cannot resist me, and I cannot run. They believe I am here to challenge Rome, even though Romulus Augustulus is long gone. The true last Emperor, Nepos, long gone with him, and now they fear I have come to claim myself as Emperor. So they are sending their great Tribune to finish me. May it be I come home to you, well dead and lying on my barge with my sword in my hand. Remember, my sword is yours if I die: and you will cast it away so no other man can ever wield it—into the lake. You will do it, I know you will. My men will bring my body home to Venta Silurum via ship. Cai already has his orders on what to do if I am killed.
And if I am killed, we will never see each other again alive. Though you will see my body. My body is yours, as is my sword. My soul is yours, as is my heart. And do not let the grey waves destroy you. The Death-Waves, if I die. My people will mourn, Britain will mourn, as I leave no heir, save allow Prince Cador to carry on my work of defence against the Saxons in the South and Medraut as king in the North. As for my son, Llacheu, he is too young and vulnerable to be my heir. He will be killed, if I die. I only hope Uthyr will protect him and send him into fosterage and safety. Also beware of that Saxon, Cerdig, for even now I have him watched, but the moment I am gone, he will rebel. Britain will fall to chaos when I am gone, and you will cast my sword into the lake. And if I die, I will say your name as my last dying word. For there are none on this earth who have loved me like you have, and so, only your name will pass my lips with my last breath. You will hear me say your name and you will know when I am gone, as you will feel it.
But I am being unduly sad and sorrowful, for I do not plan on dying. I will kill this bastard Tribune and come home, again via ship to the port at Venta. Be on the dock to greet me, Bedwyr. This is my last battle in Armorica against Rome. And once I have finished him, this Tribune, Rome will be truly and finally ended. Rome’s long history ended on my sword, ended on the sword of a British warlord named Arthur.
Wait for me, though I do not know when I will go home, but when I do, you and I will leave and go somewhere alone, together. Somewhere lost and far-away and I will love only you, my deepest heart. Be strong and survive, my brother, forever yours…Artorius.
And could I read all of his words without crushing tears inside me? I did not believe he would die against this Roman, and yet, did he think he could say such things to me of his own death and think I would stand by and let it happen? I would not; his words sealed and justified my rebellion—to join him. Again, Dorian’s words struck me: joined by invisible bindings, that Arthur should write to me to tell me that he might soon die, and here I was, on my way to join him. Our lives were entwined, our Fates joined as one.
I knew now I was not wrong in my need to disobey his orders and finally set out on my own to join him. I would go to him as soon as I could get myself on a ship, or see myself worthless as a mound of Saxon shit.
At once I went to Dorian and asked him when the next ship was due in; he told me I had just missed it, as he said, and I cursed and swore. He poured me some ale to cool me; I swallowed half the tankard in one. The ships did not come regularly he said. He told me Arthur had lost one ship to sea-raiders and now had only one—but I knew that Anthony had three. Would Anthony allow me a ship? I went into a blind-fit to get out of Britain fast. Dorian urged me to sleep a night, and in the morning after breakfast, he would take me to Anthony. Sleep; never could I sleep when my mind was alive with plans and a sense of urgency, as all of it depended on ships, when they docked and when they left. Anthony…
Dorian kept me on a lead all the following morn as I sat to eat breakfast, controlling me and saying, “Sit still! Finish your porridge first, and calm down. There are no ships and you will not grow wings to fly.”
“Anthony will put me on a ship,” I answered him. “Let me leave my men here with you till I can arrange it, then I will take them with me overseas. Where does he live?”
“I will take you, Fox, please, you must calm yourself. I’ll take you when I’ve had my breakfast. Now then, eat up.”
I tried to calm. I ate, and went to wash and dress well, for this was Anthony I was going to, and he was much more to me than just a merchant who owned ships; he was my lover…if I wanted to admit that. And I didn’t. I had no strength left to take a man as a lover. I did not trust to give away my heart to another, only to be broken and exposed again as corrupt; and yet my hand trembled as I tried to dress, and again, Dorian was forced to help me. Then leaving Rory, Derric and Sior behind till I called for them, I let Dorian show me the way to Anthony’s house, and I could not believe the beauty of it, the Athenian’s house.
Deep in wooded land, half a Roman mile back from the riverside, secluded, with private access only. The house was a small plantation from Athens, or so Dorian explained as we approached, with my heart still pounding. But when we arrived, Anthony was not home to greet us; a groom took our horses as a house-servant showed us out into the private rear garden, with statues of naked youths around the grounds, and the house-man sat us at a table under an arch of vines and said he would bring us wine and bread, a bowl of olives too, while another servant went off to call for their master, as Anthony had a passion for horses and kept a small stable beyond the trees. He was there now, the man said, with his horses.
We waited at the table, and I could not eat or drink—with breakfast not long gone, with my unease rising, my heart thrashing too hard to see Anthony again. And when he did come, he came walking up a narrow track before us, out of the trees, and so handsome, I came to my feet, for he was like a true Athenian now, dressed in a short summer tunic, his arms bare and brown, his legs too, his hair long and his eyes dark, limbs like a youth and not a man of forty and eight as he walked; gold bands on his wrists, gold bands in his hair I saw as he came closer, his eyes all on me and mine on his.
He made me feel…he made me feel what I did not want.
He came to me and spoke first to Dorian, breathless, “Please forgive me for not being a fine host, but will you grant me this man alone? Dorian, you are my friend, but this one I want all to myself. Forgive my rudeness. And let me alone with him?”
Beside me, Dorian gave his agreement, finished off his glass of wine and left us alone.
And alone, Anthony said, “You came back. The day you went away, you broke me, and never before in my life have I ever been broken, and I think of naught but you; nothing, nothing, nothing. Say you will love me? Say you will be mine, for I love you like life, sun and warmth, do not fight me!”
But I pushed him back, hard; my hand ached for my sword. Anthony was so powerful, he was like a warrior, not a trader, a merchant. This man? A mere merchant? No…I wanted to hold him back on the point of my sword, but this was not right, only I told him, “You cannot claim me.”
“Why? Who else will you love, who else gives you this passion? Who but me? I am a fire! On fire for you!”
In his garden I fought him. “I want a ship! I have to go to Armorica. Anthony, I need your aid to take me to Armorica via ship, and I must go now. My heart is already claimed and has been claimed since I was a boy. You know who I love.”
He reached for me; I stepped away.
He said, “Ah, but you cannot have him, but you can have me. Be mine, body and love; be his in mind and soul. Until I claim your soul.”
We stood apart. I had not expected to do battle now, but this was battle. If this man wanted me, he must fight for me.
I said, “Listen to me, will you help me?”
He hesitated, stood staring at me.
We stood facing each other, the beauty of the summer day almost lost around me.
He said, “Bedwyr, you must let me love you.”
I said, “I will fight you all the way.”
“But you want my help?”
“I want your help.”
“I will help you, on one condition. You will sleep with me tonight. One night with me, I will love you, and try to find a way for you to get to Armorica, for my ships do not go there. It is not safe for merchant-ships to port there: it is full of barbarians and Germani sea-raiders in long-ships. I have no reason to go there, as I do not trade with those people. My ships go only to my homeland and to Rome, sometimes beyond, and my ship-masters do not like the Germani lands.”
He moved then from the sunlight and into the shade; I followed him, I wanted all that he could give me. Even if I had to sleep a full night with him, I would.
I said, “Then hire me a ship-master who will go. It’s not so dangerous.”
But he told me, dark in shadow, “Ah, you are wrong. There is much danger, I told you, there are sea-raiders all along that coast. It is very dangerous. I have heard from Dorian that Arthur himself lost a ship to those very raiders. Will you stay tonight? Stay with me and we will talk.”
“I will stay.”
Stay and be treated like the prince he said I should be. As if I had fallen from the rugged hills of Gwynedd into the beauty of Athens, all in his household, loaded with riches, statues of gold, bowls laced with gold thread, and glasses to match. He gave me wine, he fed me olives and bread and surrounded me with beauty, surrounded me with half naked serving-boys, beautiful all of them.
We ate together at a huge dining table with lamps and gold knives at midday, and we talked, and talked. He asked me how we bore the terrible winter, I told him nothing much, for he himself had weathered it at home in Athens, and how I wished I had been with him then; but no, I would never have done so. I swear he had no idea how bad it had truly been for us in Britain: to Anthony, the world was one of golden sun and red wine and seas as blue as the sky; so he said, and I believed him.
He kept me all day, wooed me, and swore his ships would not take me to Armorica; he kept me on a hook, saying he would send out for the shipping routes.
I said, “Get me on a ship and I’ll give anything you want, all of me and nothing less.”
He moved back to his chair; poured more wine, telling me, “I will get you on a ship, but you must promise me this—you will be mine and let me love you, and you will take me with you. For I will not let you leave Britain alone. I am from Europa, and though I do not know Armorica, I speak many languages and I can help you travel. Bedwyr, you have never left this country, you do not speak their tongues, you do not know their ways and you are vulnerable, one armed as you are. Take me with you.”
Oh, some hot relief flooded me when he said this! That he would go with me and be my guide. I accepted at once.
“Come to my room,” he said then. “And there I will make true love to you, true love, and after tonight, you will never deny me again; you will never again run away. You are my warrior, my lover.”
So I went to his room, full of the scents of his homeland, and there I lay naked under the window on sheets of cool white; I was in heaven. Heaven when he took me; blessed when he touched the place of power inside me, the cock on him, ever-hard like my own. And so it was that way. And later, sated for a while, even as I slept, he drove heaven inside me. But during the night, I woke afraid. Afraid of what I was doing with this man at my side, and even more of what I was about to do: to leave Britain for a strange land…
CHAPTER 8: Sailing with the Sea-Lords
“Syrian traders…at Din Tagel,” Anthony told me at breakfast the next morn.
“What?” I said. I sat at his great marble table, a cloak around my shoulders and naked beneath.
He said, “Syrian traders. I can get you on a Syrian ship. I know these men, speak their tongue; they travel all coasts and are bold sea-farers. But it means travelling down to Cornubia, to the savage ports of Din Tagel.”
“When can we leave?” I urged him. I wanted to go at once.
He answered, “You are still a boy. Eager to chase. I cannot go chasing off so fast, I have to arrange care of my villa and my horses before I can go.”
“Then do it.” And I sat back and opened my cloak a way and showed him a glimpse of my naked thigh. He eyed me.
He said, “Ah, I see…is this what you do? Use your sex to get what you want from me? Are you selling yourself to me, or do you really want me? I will not refuse you, regardless of your answer.”
“Anthony…just get me out of Britain, and I will be yours.”
For a while he sat studying me; he got up and came to me, gripped my hair and kissed my head. “Sweet boy…come with me now. Then, I will set to work.”
I went with him to his room, for he was rampant. I gave to him, and it was heaven…his savage push; he took me to the high place, and once there and over, he left me for the day.
Out to organise his trip away, to take me with him. Three days it took him to finish and close his villa. Dorian would oversee while we were away, and I called in my men. We armed ourselves, took to our horses, and rode for leagues and leagues to the port of Din Tagel on the rugged coast of Cornubia; five days of travel—even more to wait for a ship to come in. We found lodgings with some hermit monks, back from the crashing seas high over the heads; smelly old men, but good to us as we were good to them. Anthony paid for everything, and knew all about this area and its shipping-trades: tin routes, sometimes olive oil, and all manner of fine goods.
On the sixth morning of our lodging with the monks, I went out early and saw Anthony standing on the bluff, looking away at the sea. I went out to join him. And when I stood at his side, I saw what he was gazing at; a ship coming in! Only when I saw it, my heart stopped. A huge long-ship, rowing into the bay, men pulling down the sail.
“Saxons!” I cried.
“No,” Anthony gripped my arm. “Not Saxons, my friend. I have never seen this before, never, not on these coasts.”
“Not Saxons? Then who are they?” I was afraid…
Anthony stepped down to the narrow rocky path that led to the bay.
He said, “Norse-men!”
“Who are they?” I cried at him.
He called back, “The Sea-Lords! Norse-men, from Dane-land, far in the north-sea. Bedwyr! Stay here, let me go and talk to them,” and he ran off down the track. I stood on the high wind-blown cliff and watched him go down to the dock, watched this great long-ship coming into port, unbelievable! Such a beautiful ship, huge in size, great in length. Norse-men? Beautiful to see, breath-taking to endure, exciting to behold. The sea-wind blew in my face, bringing up the voices of the men below at dock-side, voices that sounded like Saxons, and yet not. My heart raced. I had to go down, and I did.
I could not believe the sight of it, this immense long-ship as I walked down the dock. Anthony was there unarmed, speaking to three men. Tall men, fair-haired and powerful, enough like Saxons to set my heart beating faster. I swallowed hard and was ready for my sword if needed. The wind blew, the men called and worked on their ship; a ship loaded with great hulking warriors, furling their sail, and Anthony turned to me as I approached.
He said something to one of the boat-men, and I heard the man reply in an accented voice, “I speak British, the only one here to do so. I can give passage to you and your men, but not your horses as you ask. If you see our ship, it is not equipped for the transporting of beasts. We have none ourselves. I cannot give you passage with horses.”
This man eyed me hard as I stopped at Anthony’s side. He saw my armour beneath my wolf-skin cloak and knew me a man of war. We eyed each other; he was taller than me, lanky and long, and hairy, loaded with trinkets around his neck in gold: dragon-heads and pendants.
Anthony told him who I was. “Prince Bedwyr of the Gwynedd Gododdin, called the Fox. He is the one I seek passage for.”
And when the Norse-man heard this, his eyes took me harder, but then he smiled and said, “I give no passage without payment, a prince is worth passage. Tell me why you seek a ride on my ship.”
Naught but hard.
I said, “I am foster-brother to Artorius Rex, Imperator of Britannia. He is away fighting Romans in Armorica, and I wish to join him at once. Or as fast as I can go and your ship looks fast; she would speed through the waves.”
The Norse-man stared at me, stood back a moment and eyed me up and down. “Artorius Rex,” he said, almost to himself. “We have heard of him! Such a great warrior-king; you are going to him? He is your foster-brother?”
I bowed my head to him, saying, “I am and he is. I can prove it; come with me and meet him face to face.”
He agreed with a nod; “You come, no horses. We Norse-men will lay eyes on this great king of yours. I am Olaf Red-Beard, as you see, I have a red-golden beard, and yes! You are a fox, a princely fox who wishes to chase a king!” He held out his hand to me. He knew the hand-shake of the warrior, and we gripped hands hard.
“Strong-arm,” he said of me. “We will use you as an oars-man, for you must work for your passage on my drakkar, Wave-Hound the Wind-Chaser.”
Here I shrugged off the left shoulder of my cloak that hid my loss. I showed him I was one-armed, and he stared at me even harder.
I said, “I am no oars-man, I have only one arm, so be warned, Red-Beard, I will un-balance you.”
His hard eyes opened wide when he saw what he saw.
He cried, “Impressive! A true warrior. But I warn you, I will still make you work. We are docking here for three days to replenish our supplies and rest. Can you wait that long? I am sure your king will wait for you.”
More days to wait! I tried not to show my frustration, but there was nothing for it—I did not control other men’s plans. So we stayed to book our passage and find somewhere to leave behind our horses in safety.
Anthony and I then left the Norse-men to finish their work, and we walked back up the high-track to our little lodging on the bluff.
I said to him as we went, “I have never taken a long sea trip, but I have taken a short one before. I never opened my stomach, though I watched others who did.”
“Ah, sea-legs,” he said. “I hope you have them.”
I told him I had spent many years of my life drunk and swaying in the breeze. I believed this experience of up-and-down swaying on land would save me from howling into the wind and over the sides to the waves below.
Anthony laughed. “I see I will need to keep you drunk, that way, the sea-men will never notice the difference if you spew. Just know this, Bedwyr, never spew into the wind.”
We laughed together and went back to our men.
To wait the time to leave was agony for me, and so I went down to see the Norse-men, to let them get to know me, and I them. They were huge and powerful men, all that rowing…shoulders and arms that could crush a man to death. One ship of adventurers; I learned their quest was to travel to all ports and offer themselves as mercenaries—to fight for whoever paid the highest. Twenty of them manned this ship, Wave-Hound.
I walked up and down its length and they made me do it without my tunic, bare-chested, as all they wanted to see was the skin-branded stump of my lost arm, and stare, and stare, and smile under their beards. I walked their boards bare-legged in my kilt and they said I was a fine thing, but I must watch out for Karl Grey-Locks, who always tried to throw overboard any traveller who he did not like, and surely being one armed, I would easily drown. I studied this Karl Grey-Locks; oh aye, he had no locks at all, and was bald-headed and his beard was forked.
I helped them pack their ship with provisions, and Karl said to me, as Olaf translated, “Do not lift that, Fox One-Arm, let me, it is too heavy for you,” and he laughed and I sensed he would not be throwing me overboard.
I made friends of them, and learned all their names before we even found the wind and tide to take us out to sea—my favourite, Bjorn the Bear, they called him, and was no beauty, and I called him Snaggletooth, as he had a smile full of teeth going in every way but straight; and they loved me even more for blessing him with a new name. Like us British, the Norse-men loved the true names of warriors.
So it was we left Britain on a fine day in early summer, with the old monks swearing to care for our horses till we returned, and even as we left in our excitement, one of the monks stopped me and begged me for a kiss. Could I believe this?
“Prince!” he cried at the door as I went out.
I turned to him.
He reached for me and kissed me fast and shivered in his robes. Terrible! But he was good to me and so I allowed him his need, and ran away down the track to the bay and the boat that would take me where I had never gone before. To sea, from Britain’s shores. I could not wait to feel the waves under me and be with these fine Sea-Lords, these sea-faring Norse-men, brave travellers of dangerous places. Their captain was Olaf Red-Beard; their men were oars-men. Jorlan the Spike, their helms-man, with his second, Rodmar Skull-Splitter, who carried a great carved axe. I told him it was an axe-man who had taken my arm, an Inglass.
Rodmar snorted at this. “If I ever saw him, I would split his skull to his neck and lap up his bloodied brains.” So Olaf told me Rodmar had said. Their look-out was a boy named Halfdan, and he took us on board.
Derric and Sior given respect for they were my men, and Rory, oh…Rory…terrified of the Norse-men he was, of the ship, of the waves, and as we began to move through the water, Olaf cried out in his own tongue to his men as they sat at their oars, “Heave away! Haul away!”
I learned the words in my own tongue.
Great oars into the waves and they pulled and pulled, great creaking of oars, their voices chanting and they began a song to help them row. Rory, Derric and Sior were put to work, rowing at the back, and I wondered how long they would endure it. This was not their work; they were huntsmen and trappers, not rowers. So good to see! And I was given a fine place at the back of the ship with Anthony—we sat on chests full of armour and provisions. No cover over us, only wide blue sky. The Norse-men brought in their shields and I helped stack them as the waves began to roll us, yet Wave-Hound rode well with a cutting force that I went down to the prow to see. I could not believe this was happening to me, that I rode on a Dane-land long-ship with a dragon’s head high over the water, coursing our way.
Olaf ordered the dragon-head taken down, as at sea, he told me, the ship’s head could be lost in high waters. So I stood and watched these huge men at their oars. Could I get in with them and row, without upsetting their stroke?
I looked, and Olaf said, “No, you my one armed brother will bail.”
“Bail?”
“Bail out the water we take on-board. You bail it overboard. Good work for a princely fox.”
His eyes were like sparks off a flint-stone, and we began bounding through the waves, the sail and mast taking up the strain with the power of the wind. I was leaving! Leaving the shore of my homeland, and I felt both afraid to go, and yet quickened; even more when the ship turned into the highest waves and picked up her stride, leaping boat! She pushed through the seas with ease and grace, this great Wave-Hound, and once we caught the wind, the sail filled and the oars-men eased on their work. And I wondered how they would find their way to Armorica, and how I would find Arthur once I reached there. How would I find him?
The sound of the waves smacked at the sides, the wind in the creaking mast against the sail, the cry of the gulls, and I watched the land go by, saw the little lodge on the cliff-top where stood the monks, waving at us. Olaf called a blast on a long-horn they kept on-board. The boy with wild long blond hair, Halfdan, he blew it long, a great leaving-cry more powerful than any gull’s screech.
So I was away.
Went back to the stern with Anthony and crouched before him as he sat on his chest. Looked deep into his eyes and said, “Thank you for this, you have no idea how much this means to me. Your aid. All of it. I have never been to sea, or left those cliffs of Britain in my life, see them go! This ship moves so fast!”
He said, his eyes all over me, “These drakkars of the Norse-men are the best in all the world, and these men, the best sea-farers; we are in safe hands with them. I have never travelled with mercenaries before. We will be there in days, if this wind and ship stay coursing this way.”
All around us, men were working to bring in their oars, the helms-man guiding us, with Olaf there seeming to know where he was going even as I did not. How did these men know the way on water? There were no roads, no markings, no mile-stones, how did they know?
I admired them and gave them all my trust, and looked over at poor Rory, red-faced from all his rowing, the Norse-men giving him a drink from their casks. Rodmar Skull-Splitter striding towards him and standing over him. A hand on Rory’s shoulder and giving him a lecture in words the boy did not understand. Rodmar now giving a show of how to row correctly. Rory shook his head and I laughed.
All day like this, my first full day at sea. I did not fall to the sea-sickness, though I saw that Rory looked pale, and he went to sit on the planks of the ship, clutching his knees up to his chest. He was shivering, so pale-faced, I went over to ease him.
“What ails you, boy?” I said, as if I did not know. “What can I do?”
His eyes were wide, and I loved the dark look of them, but he cried, “I’m afraid…there are monsters in the depths of the sea. I am not sick, only monsters!”
I turned to Olaf, called to him, “My poet-boy here says there are monsters in the deeps. Olaf, is this true?”
“Of course! Great tentacle-beasts.” He came striding over to join us. Crouched at Rory’s side, a huge hand on his shoulder. “These beasts will not bother us. This is why we carry our dragon-head, for we are of the sea ourselves. Only pretenders to the waves will these beasts devour. I have never lost a ship to the Kraken, boy.”
Rory shivered even more and looked fit to cry; he said, “Bedwyr, please, stay with me. I’m so afraid of the waves.”
“You will not be taken by the Kraken,” Olaf swore to him. “With me, you are safe. I am Olaf Red-Beard, I have travelled the sea-ways and whale-roads all my life, and no Kraken ever touched me and my men, or those who travel with me. Pray all you like, but no sea-beasts dwell in British waters. They live far to the north, in icy seas. Come with me, and you will pull the slack on that rope there; come on, up off your British arse and work boy, then you will lose your fear.”
So it was that Olaf took Rory to work, easing his mind of sea-monsters.
Though I admit, I did not like the sound of this Kraken any more than did Rory. I went to look over the side of the ship, where the waves were dark, unfathomable, terrifying, and Britain was now far in the distance. I stared back at her shores, and felt the ship rolling ever higher as further and further out to sea we went, as when sight of land finally left us altogether, only then did I begin to fear. I looked all around me; there was naught but huge rolling waves!
These men were brave to ride them all alone. The ship creaked and cracked and I thought she would split and throw us all into the sea. But she did not split, but bent and rolled and dipped; her mast held, her sail held, her men naught but skilled. I watched Olaf take a check on our course with an instrument he called a bearing-circle. With the wind-vanes, sun-stone, bearing-circle, he explained them all to me, and at night, they rowed by the stars, if they were in a hurry.
“Are you in a hurry, Fox One-Arm?” he said to me as the sun began to lower into the water of the west.
The sight of it was so beautiful to me, I could not answer him at first, as I was enrapt, red sky, dark waves, sweet wind, cold, far, far, from land. This was a journey to the ends of the earth; would we fall over the edge? I feared again, and looked into Olaf’s brave gaze.
“I am in a hurry,” I told him.
Then found in my need to quell my fears that I wanted to unburden myself to him. I told him about Arthur’s wars in Armorica, and about the challenge from Rome. Single combat.
Olaf was deeply impressed and interested in all that I said.
He took me with him to his own place, his own chest that he sat on as captain. Soon, we would have our evening meal; we drank together some ale, and he asked me so many questions about this King of Britain, for even the Norse-men had heard of Arthur and his invincible war-craft.
“He is invincible?” Olaf said to me with the sky darkening behind him.
“Invincible.”
He made a grunting sound, said, “A Divine Warrior then. Not many such men come into this world. I have seen warlords come and go in my lands, but none invincible. You have seen this? You do not lie to me?”
“No, Olaf, I swear it to your gods and the spirit-guardians of your ship, my ancestors and yours. I swear it, I have seen it,” and I put my hand over my heart, such to swear that it was true. “Arthur is invincible.”
“Then I believe you, for I see it in your eyes, shaded eyes they may be, but you do not lie with your eyes.”
Some of the other men now began to gather around us. Stars began to burn low on the horizon. And Wave-Hound took to her quiet night-time leaping over night-time waves. It was beautiful and dangerous all at once, yet the Norse-men all wanted to hear my stories. For Olaf would translate to them my words, as the story of my lost arm was their main interest in me—so I told it to them as best I could, without going there again, but to tell it as if it had happened to someone else. Under us the ship rolled and sorrow touched me. It grew cold.
We would endure our nights without a warming fire to sit around, as we did on land. Our food was dried meat, hard bread, ale. And everything was eaten cold. And men’s voices at sea seemed different to me. So lonely! And I knew and understood the great brotherhood of sea-faring men, for out here, out on this vast open wilderness of water, who else to cling to if not the man next to you? I told them stories, they told me the same. We were brothers by the end of our first night and day. And I slept my first night far from home at the stern of the ship; all men slept side by side in rows up and down under the ship’s sides, save for those who stood on night-watch. Anthony lay at my side, strong and silent.
CHAPTER 9: Arthur Will Kill Me
By morning, Sior was throwing his guts over the side of the ship, which was not hard for him, as the ship rode so low in the water, and the Norse-men howled with laughter at him, and this I knew was dangerous, for Sior would not be laughed at. The man was dangerous, and would pull his dagger if I didn’t stop him. But he was too green to move and fell on his knees and suddenly coughed up a great round of sickness and sobbing.
Derric himself did not look so fine, but so far had not thrown his stomach overboard. He looked down at his friend sobbing on the boards, then at me.
He came close and whispered to me, “I have never in my life seen him cry. We must keep him under order, or he will start trouble, if these Norse-men keep hounding him for this weakness of his stomach. Sior will kill them before they can restrain him.”
I nodded agreement, though it would do no good to make a sight of it, so I let Sior get on with his sobbing.
With him sobbing went Rory; the boy looked at me and said, “Please kill me, my lord…I love you, so kill me…”
He sobbed and wept, and fell on his side on the planks. One of the Norse-men threw an old cow-hide over him, patted me on my back and led me to where I was to begin my day of bailing water. Always water came over the sides or through the holes where the oars reached down to the water. It was not hard work, only never-ending.
We ate our breakfast moving, and I listened again to the rush of wind and water around me. No sign of land, and I went to see Olaf. We were moving fast, cutting the waves, men working the sail-ropes, and when they pulled, a high wailing sound came and I looked back at Rory, shivering under his hide. In my land, sleeping under cow-hide would give a man wild nightmares, but the boy seemed so ill, he did not even notice the screams of the ropes. Sior seemed better since he had thrown his insides overboard. But sat with a white-face and scowling at all around him.
I asked Olaf our way. He said if this wind kept up, we would reach land by the following morn, or late in the morn, if the wind dropped.
“Then we will row,” he said. “But One-Arm, where will we find your king? Which shore do you want?”
I had no idea. None at all. I did not know how to answer him. Only I gave him the name of the last city I knew that Arthur had been, this Lugdunum. Olaf thought about this for a long time; he looked over his prow. I stood with him and felt shamed for not even knowing how or where Arthur now was.
After a long time, Olaf said, “I will take you to where I know. Only one port in Armorica I know; we will go there. We will take Wave-Hound up the river to port. Then we must set out on foot. One-Arm, me and my men will go with you to find your king. For I do see sadness and trouble in your eyes for him.”
I bowed to him, wind now whipping my hair into my eyes; “I thank you, Olaf. May it be in Armorica, you will find reward for your efforts. For all of this you do for me, and you know me not at all. I think of you now as my brother.”
“Do not worry, brother. Wave-Hound will course the way fast and sure. Near twenty years I have ridden with this, my woman, this ship. She has never let me down. You did not know that Halfdan is my son, and this ship is my woman who birthed him.” He moved to pat the high prow.
So the wind blew even more sea-spray in our faces, waves reaching to the very sides, on every side. The sun lit the highest waves, and even as Olaf spoke, we surged forward and the Norse-men all cried out together, a single call and Olaf laughed.
“They sing her forward! See her ride!” He turned to his men and cried at them in their own tongue. The words I knew, “Bound away!”
Such beauty was the sea and the ship, the sun, and the men, yet none so fine as my own British lads. We Britons were beautiful, I knew, and were the envy of many men from other lands, though Anthony was fine enough…Halfdan would grow beautiful one day; he was a tall, long-lanking youth who hauled on ropes that rope-burned his hands, and grew strong in the sea. I began to love this ride, and these men.
They were so fearless, who could fear now? Only my poor Rory.
I went back to bailing.
A fair wind took us through another night, and the stars over us…I had not seen the like or felt such freedom; the wind took us, and I swear, Wave-Hound seemed to run faster than a charging war-horse.
For a long time I stood awake with Olaf and Karl, with Halfdan and Jorund the Spike, joined then by Rodmar Skull-Splitter; so strange it was how much I felt at ease with these men, and I was never a man to feel at ease amongst strangers. But I felt at home on this ship, and even when during the night, the waves began to roll higher and higher, not even then did I feel lost at sea—only filled with joy and adventure.
My own men slept around me, but I was too in awe of my new brothers and their wonderful voices to even allow myself to rest, and took great pleasure when Olaf said to me, as we rolled on high, “In another life, Fox One-Arm, you were one of us.”
He gave a deep laugh.
To me, this was a great compliment, though I answered him, “Na, Olaf, you were one of us.”
“Brother, go to sleep,” and he gave me a push to go.
And I did, finding a way to fit down at Anthony’s side, and he sighed when I finally came to join him…
I woke to a strange feeling, woke and stood up and saw an amazing sight. All around us the sea was now flat and calm. The very thing that had woken me, the loss of the rolling waves, and so we travelled barely at all, as the wind had fallen and the sail hung lifeless over us. And yet before us rose the sun out of the sea, and I had never seen such a beautiful thing before, for as the sun came, burning through low clouds, it shone on the water and made it look like glass, a huge vast plain of glass and on it we sat, not still, but gently lifting and falling with the smallest of waves under us.
Olaf called something and his men began furling the sail, and I watched them move as one; they reminded me of the Roman precision of a marching camp, when all men moved as one. After the sail went up, we had our breakfast, and then…the Norse-men began to row.
“There is land close,” Olaf told me and my heart jumped. Land! I could not see any land. But it was Armorica, my first trip to foreign soils. All of the Norse-men sat on their chests, once they had deployed their oars, and then, with a great rhythm and beat, they set up their rowing in unison—not a man out of stroke. There came a beat to their movements; movements that would send me into a trance as I watched them, their great arms straining at the oars, and we began to move forward to the sound of Olaf’s cry, “Haul away! Heave away! Haul away! Heave away!”
How I wanted to join them, but Olaf would not allow me, and even as Derric, Sior and Rory joined the ranks, Anthony and I were ordered to sit at the stern and enjoy the sight and the ride. And enjoy it I did. Every movement of muscle, their calls, their rhythm, their beat, their strength to bring me closer and closer to the shore I was now beginning to see.
And gulls, they began to flock us.
We came surging through the early morning light, and in close to the shore, the Norse-men never once gave up their stride.
Olaf; “Turn to shore! There be our port! Armorica and the King!”
He laughed and his son took up again as look-out. Now the men began to move faster, their beat increasing, excitement inside me flooding, Anthony had to hold me down, or else I would run to the prow and cry out with the sheer rush of joy running through me. Was this me? Something inside me was rushing, surging, like a rush of love.
“Hold still, Fox,” he urged me. “You are growing wild!”
“But we’re there, Anthony! Look!”
Before me a shore, a foreign land. And for once, it was all real to me now, that these lands beyond Britain were real and not just dreams and stories, but real lands with real men who were different. And so we rowed on, Wave-Hound turning to shore and stroking up a wide river-mouth, the sun now higher. I strained my eyes to look at everything at once. The land hereabouts was wide and flat, and no sign so far of any people or buildings. For a moment I thought we had come to a dead land. I felt a rush of fear touch with my joy. Where was everyone? Were they all dead and destroyed by Romans, or by these Germani sea-raiders or nations rampaging?
Where was Arthur?
Where was I?
I moved to where Olaf stood as captain at the prow.
I asked him, “Where are we, Olaf?”
“Armorica,” he said, without concern.
“But where in Armorica? I’m ashamed to admit that I don’t know where Arthur is in this land—he could be anywhere.”
“I am sure a man like him will leave his mark, we will find him.”
“He leaves his mark. He likes to piss up every tree, marking his territory.” I smiled, and Olaf stared at me.
He gave a long nod, then mumbled, “There is no accounting for some kings.” He believed me. Then called to his men to row on. And we did, further and further up the river-mouth, slowly gliding towards a small port, and there, our first sight of a settlement. This was when Olaf called an order, and all the Norse-men moved to lodge their shields over the sides of the ship; they went for their chests and while some continued to row, others donned their armour, then those armed stood by their shields.
I moved back to my place and gave Anthony a look, he answered me by helping me dress in my own armour—Norse-men never went into port it seemed without being battle-ready, and I admired them for this, for they were not only sea-men, but warriors as well, and I felt safe with them in this strange land. Anthony loaded me with my war-gear; my sword harness strapped across my armoured chest, my swords in place, my shield on my back, my spear in hand. I kicked Rory to his feet, called for Derric and Sior to make ready. Stood to watch Wave-Hound gliding alongside a great wooden dock, and people beginning to crowd its length to watch us come in.
As we did, Olaf cried something to the crowd; they did not answer.
Anthony stepped forward and spoke something to the watching men; again, no one answered. I moved to the prow and looked up at the crowd; all hard men.
They stared at us with aggression, and I called up in my own tongue, “We have come in peace, we are no threat to you men! We seek the British warlord and Imperator, Artorius. Who here knows of where we may find him?”
This brought a great murmur amongst them; they understood me. They were Britons it seemed.
One man stepped forward, and called, “Artorius is ten Roman miles from here. Who are you to seek our king?”
Our king? I laughed.
He said, “You men are no British warriors. You are marauding Norse-men. Why do you dock here?”
I moved closer to the ship’s side and called up, better to answer him, “I am Arthur’s foster-brother, Prince Bedwyr the Fox, of Gwynedd. I seek a guide to take me to him. We are not marauders, but Arthur’s men, in his service, for why else would we dock here so openly and ask for him? Do I not speak your language? Who here will take me to him?”
They again went into a murmured huddle; they were not warriors, but fisher-men and workers. They were of no threat to us. I knew Olaf’s men could take them with ease, if they threatened us with violence. But they did naught but mumble and grumble between themselves, and I grew impatient with them.
Already Olaf’s men were tying down their ship, gathering their weapons, arming, moving, and guarding. They would not leave their ship here unguarded, and I knew before being told, that not all of them would be going with us—some must stay in guard of the ship.
And as I lost my temper, I stepped off the boat onto the dock with a guard of my own, not just Derric and Sior, but Karl, Bjorn, Rodmar Skull-splitter and Jorund the Spike. We came up the dock and those fisher-men parted for us, staring at us in awe, their mouths open and their eyes out on their cheeks.
“That way,” one of them pointed inland. “Go that way, follow that road through the trees beyond that low hill; it leads straight for the Camp of the Dragon.”
Anthony joined me; he said to the man, “Sell us provisions for our journey. I will pay you with gold coin. Just some fresh food for the day, and be quick about it, or you will not get the coin.”
“Yes, my lord,” the man bowed and ran off to bring us some fresh food, and I admit, I was starving. We needed to eat before we marched ten Roman miles. I wondered if we could buy some horses, but I saw nothing like a good riding-horse around this dock. It was all fishing gear and small huts for the fisher-men to live in. Only a dull trading port up a small river this was.
And I turned and looked towards the low hill, over that hill…
Arthur…
And how would he receive me?
Maybe he would cut off my head, and here I would die as he believed I would, at his own hand. The irony; I laughed to myself, and Rodmar put a hand on my shoulder. He seemed to have made himself my shield-man.
Our man with the food soon came back, pulling a small cart and from it, we ate fresh bread, fruits of the land, something baked in a pastry, from his wife he said, and it tasted fine; he said to wrap it in cloth and carry it with us, not nearly enough for twenty and five of us. We bought ale too, watery and foul to taste and I wanted to spit it out again even as it went into my mouth, but swallowed it for the sake of it. Some cheese we added to Olaf’s sacks of goods that the Norse-men carried on their backs—and so we were set to march. And I swear, as we set off, I was in no easy mood, but almost trembled as I walked. Not just that we were on land again, that felt too solid under my feet and not rolling from side to side, up and down, and it felt strange to walk.
Olaf left behind ten guard on the ship; they would not leave Wave-Hound at the dock, but row her off-shore away for safety, and there wait for us to return—if I would return with these men, for as I walked, feeling so strange to be in this land, to go chasing for Arthur, who would probably kill me on sight, or arrest me and bind me up and send me home again at once, as I walked, my plan…if I could only control him…was to force him to return home to Britain.
As if I could force Arthur to do anything at all.
After three years apart, three years of him fighting battles, seeing men die, while I was peaceful at home—save for the terror of our last winter, I had fought no battles, and barely touched my sword. How would I find him? Battle-worn, scarred, in deep despair, or flying on his own glory? So I marched with the Norse-men around me; Derric and Sior at my back with Karl Grey-Locks, and Rodmar Skull-Splitter. Olaf in front, a band of warriors, only Anthony and Rory were no fighting men, and they stayed in the mass of us for safety.
On we walked and walked, following the road the old fisher-man said to follow, dusty road under the Armorican sun. It was hot, very hot…we sweated, and thirsted. We drank from our water-bottles and I looked up at the sky, pale blue, fine streaks of cloud, not a scent of rain, and the Norse-men marched on without a worry—mercenaries were hardened to such lives, to marching into strange and unknown territories, to front proudly before strange kings and warlords.
All the way I worried myself into a greater sweat, sure now as I came closer and closer to the Camp of the Dragon, as the fisher-man called it, sure that Arthur would kill me…
I saw it all in my mind’s eye; he would fall into a rage and have me tied up and bound. I saw him railing at me for disobeying everything I swore to uphold…I swallowed hard. I admit, I was afraid to see him again, to go before him and see the shock on his face when he saw me standing on Armorican soil. I could fear him, it was true. I had tasted his power before. He was not just my friend, but my king.
On this road, the heat was high and I blessed my kilt, for I wore nothing else these days of my life. And I knew as I walked on and on that no band of warriors could approach any camp of Arthur’s without him knowing about it. I expected to see out-riders and scouts on the road, but I felt strange and uneasy when I saw nothing. Three hills we walked up, and then down again. A forest grew to our left and I was wary of the trees, for in them could hide many enemies, yet I saw nothing. To our right it seemed fine farming land, with dips and rolls of low hills, with not a sign of workers, though I sighted far away to the south a few grazing ponies and sheep. This sign meant we were nearing a settlement.
I swallowed hard again; my mouth was so dry, I had to keep drinking from my bottle. It was near empty. We hauled on. We tramped up dust behind us. And for some reason, I called Olaf to halt. I was still uneasy, for where was this great Camp of the Dragon? Where were Arthur’s scouts?
Olaf stood his men around us, and I went to him; told him, “Stay here a moment; let me go up the hill and see what I can see. It is not Arthur’s way to keep the roads to his encampments unguarded.”
He gave a nod, and off I went up the road, up the hill alone; everything so quiet around me, a quiet land and vast. What here was lurking? All of those terrible Germani nations…barbarians?
I went up to the hilltop and stopped, looked down; down the hill the road ran and there, I saw it…my heart stopped. I could not move. Less than a Roman mile beyond the bottom of the hill, right of the road, sat a huge white building, and from its roof flew the Red Dragon.
I almost fell over. He was there!
CHAPTER 10: The Sleeper
I looked hard, saw many men around the building, like an army working, a camp to one side of it with pitched campaign tents and horses picketed. This was Arthur’s new army, and I knew as soon as they saw us marching down on them, they would come out and stop us.
I turned and called to Olaf to bring up his men. I had found Arthur at once, sure now that this was some guidance from the old goddesses; that Olaf should choose the very port that he did, or else, I could have spent the rest of this summer searching for Arthur, and yet, I found him within half a day of landing.
When Olaf joined me, I showed him the Red Dragon banner flying from the building’s rooftop. Such a sight that never ceased to thrill me. We marched on and I told them to not show their weapons, as if to war, but only to arrive in peace. I marched at their lead, gave my spear to Derric to carry for me, and took off my shield and carried it on my arm, to show its face—painted with a fox-head, my mark. But I felt no easier as we came closer.
There was no palisade around the building, but there were men, warriors of all kinds that I could see, and then, my host was sighted. I stopped our march on the road, looked up at the Dragon and at the building itself: huge in size, three layers high, like some massive barn, with a long stair running up the outside of the building to a door high above the ground. This outer stair was lined with warriors, and I knew none of them. Some tall dark men came out onto the road to bar my way; and a horn blew from somewhere within the building’s grounds. I looked up at the high door; would he come out? Arthur? I watched and the door did not open. I stepped forward alone to meet these men.
They stopped me, wary, suspicious; one said, “Remove yourself from this ground or taste our blades. This is sacred ground and you trespass. Who are you with the fox-head on your shield? Name yourself.”
“Just as the shield says. The Fox.”
No one moved. They looked at each other, these men.
I said, “I am Arthur’s foster-brother, High Prince Bedwyr of Gwynedd, the Fox. I am here for Arthur.”
“The Fox?” the first one said. “You are his foster-brother? Those men behind you, they are not Britons—you bring a foreign war-host.”
I explained, “Not in anger, but only in support. They are Norse-men and led by Olaf Red-Beard. Do not insult them, or myself. Let me in to see him. I have come a long way. And you will do wise not to lift your sword against me, for I am Arthur’s pledged shield-bearer, sworn since birth, his man. If you harm me, he will slaughter you like a pig.”
“Come then,” the one who seemed the leader said. “You alone, prove yourself. For if you lie, today, you will die. These others must wait here.”
So these wild dark warriors escorted me to the building, and every living man around me stopped what he was doing and stood, staring at me as I passed. All of them fierce and wild, and none with faces I knew. Who were these men? Was Arthur their prisoner? Had I walked into a trap, that he was caught and bound, as theirs? Romans? Yet they spoke my language, pure British tongues.
Oh, it was all too late now, for I went slowly up the outer stairs, where near every step had a warrior standing there, and each one stared at me as I stepped by them; they stared without relent, hard faces, and I stared back at them, just as hard. For if this was a prison-camp, and Arthur was their captive, then I was glad to join him, and be with him, his brother to the end. They did not move to touch me, only as I went up, the door at the top suddenly opened and a man came out—a man I knew.
Wasted, thin, his hair gone from the top of his head, still long at the back; he stopped and stared at me, and I at him, and his face creased.
“Fox, is that you? Oh, Lord above! Lord above, you should not have come at such a time!”
“Cai? Is that you, man? What is going on here?”
I could not believe him…hardly could I recognise him…so thin and wasted and bald-headed, as when last I had seen of him, a full head of long blond hair he wore. He looked starved, as I was last winter. I stopped before him as he stood above me on the top step.
“Who are these warriors?” I asked, low. “Where is the Clan? What has happened?”
His voice sounded dry when he answered, “They are our Armorican warriors, some Gauls too. Do not ask me about the Clan, come with me…who are they, out there on the road?”
“My men; let them come in. Send a man to tell them to come in and rest. They need food and water.”
Cai turned to give my orders to someone inside the building; a fine looking young warrior came out—beautiful even, tall and dark and savage. Cai told him to go and bring in my men; he did so, pushing by me on the stair and staring at me as he went. I stared back. I then went up with Cai—if this man beside me was Cai…he had Cai’s voice, but not his face or his body. He took me into a huge wide room, well furnished with a great round table, the like we had once at Caer Cadwy, chairs all around it, and around the walls. Carpets on the floor, again like I had rarely seen in Britain; fine wares on the table, a few men sitting in groups around the walls, a few lamps alight, as there were no windows to this room. On my left, a great partitioned wall and a door, closed and guarded. I sensed at once that Arthur was behind that door.
But Cai pulled me to him and hugged me weakly. “It is good to see you again, Bedwyr…many times he has asked for you. You have come at a bad time…no…no, maybe it is the best time. Aye, yes, it is a good time for you to come, but you cannot go in now, for he is dead asleep.”
“And tell me why at this hour of day?” I saw the worry in his eyes, the hushed tone, and knew now I was in a sick-room. I said, “He is ill?”
Cai moved slowly, with pain. “More than ill…we thought he was dying, and would send for you, but he said no. He will not want you here. He has resisted the need for you for all these past three years. To see you now, it could be the very thing he needs the most. Sit for a moment and drink a cup of Roman wine; tis watery piss, but it wets well a man’s throat. I want to know how you came here, and who are those men outside?”
I could not sit, though I took some of his poured wine. I glanced at the men sitting around the walls. Older men, these ones; they eyed me. I eyed them back, and put down my shield.
Cai stared me up and down. “You have not changed, Fox, still handsome and striking. Your arm did not grow back then?” He tried to laugh. “You look well and strong, not like the rest of us; we are a broken force, wasted, and I wonder if it was worth it—does Britannia care for our sacrifices in her name?”
His voice floundered, his face crumpled into tears. He slumped onto a chair at the round table and sobbed. All I could do was stand and stare at him. I felt more than useless now. I felt robbed, for I should have been with them, the Clan, through all of this war, and I blamed Arthur for refusing me and myself for letting him.
There were terrible wounds to heal in all of us, and Cai lifted his head and told me, “The Roman put his spear into him…they both went down under their horses…Arthur broke his left arm and took a spear thrust through his left shoulder. As his shield…” he stopped. Threw down a cup of wine and said nothing more. His face set hard and he did not speak again.
“What? Tell me, Cai; I am strong to hear it. I see I’m the strongest here now…where is the Clan?”
When he looked at me, his eyes were like a dead man’s, clouded, misted, and dead. “They are all near but gone…the loss of them…has killed him. He can barely walk, or eat, or lift his head from the bolsters. He believes he is their killer, that he led them here, into these wars, and so they died…most of them died against the Romans…others against Germans. I think I am the only one still alive, save maybe for Irfan, and he has disappeared into the wilds, hunting down those who killed his brother.” He stopped here to sob and moan a while, and I stood and waited for him to finish.
He sighed and looked at me with reddened eyes; “Arthur will not tell you this in his letters, this is what he saved you from, Bedwyr…this is why he didn’t want you here, to save you. We all went down to the Romans…as I know now, he predicted this, all of it. He knew even before he left Britain, that Rome would come for him, and she did…and yet…he still won the day; even with all our losses, he still won the day and killed the Tribune…we took everything from them, everything. It’s all packed below in the storerooms beneath us.”
For a long time I could not answer him; my legs went weak and I slumped into a chair. My blood ran cold, and again, my heart ceased to beat.
“The Clan is gone?” I whispered. “I don’t understand. Cai, say this is a dream, a bad dream, but only a dream.”
He looked only at the tabletop when he spoke, “No dream, we finished the Romans to a man, Arthur killed the Tribune, but killed all of us in doing it. He fought with a broken left arm. Now there is no more; we only wait for him to grow well enough to get out of here before Rome comes to finish what she started. I keep telling him to take the Dragon down from the roof, as it marks our position, but he refuses. Only his own death will lower the Dragon.”
“Will he die?” I said. “Have I come to see him die? Is this why I felt such a great urge to come now? Is this why?”
Terror seized me, for was this the true reason then for my great urgency? Was Arthur only waiting for me to join him, so he could die in my arms, as the saying went, or to hold him one armed as he left his life?
Cai looked at me with wild sadness. “Maybe that is true, Fox. Then we will take him home.” He began again to weep, and his weeping turned to a low keening.
One of the old men, a tall man with a long grey beard, who sat by the walls got up and went to him, put a hand on his shoulder and said, “If this man be the Fox, let him in. I see he is who he says he is; his one arm proves it. You are Bedwyr?” he turned to me.
“I am.”
“Then I will let you through to see him, but I advise not to wake him, but let him sleep through his pain. I have dosed him with morphia. I am his chief doctor and these others are my aides. I am Joseph, exiled from Rome. He speaks much about you. Come.”
I stood up to follow him. And this Joseph opened the door for me, and he let me pass through, and closed it again behind me.
And there he was, Arthur, lying on a great long bed, propped up by bolsters, his left arm completely bound to his chest in heavy bindings, himself fast asleep. His hair was long, though with no beard on his face—I guessed they had shaved him as he liked. I moved closer to him, slowly, afraid to wake him; he looked so pale.
Light though filled the room from a wide open widow at his bedside. A bright summer day, hot, with dogs barking from a courtyard below, and Arthur did not move. I went and stood at his side and looked down into his face, sleeping peacefully, so beautiful, so strong, and yet so hurt. Dark circles under his eyes. To see him again after so long apart, to see him like this, sleeping like a boy, a wounded boy, how I wanted to hold him, stroke his face, his hair, kiss his lips.
I sat on a great three-legged stool at his bedside and watched him. Watched him sleeping, and sleeping…
So then I looked around me, as he was not waking and I glanced to the far wall at the foot of his bed; there stood two suits of armour on their kit-poles—stunning armour, the like rarely seen in Britain. The beauty of these two suits was entrancing to my eyes: one, a Roman cuirass with golden eagles on each side of the breasts, the other, even more beautiful, a full suit of silver armour of locked metal plates, polished and riveted in place.
I looked back; still Arthur had not moved, and I longed to wake him, but he was ill, and I could see it in his face. Over the headboard of his bed there hung a harness with a great breastplate, carved again with a Roman Aquila. I knew now these things were booty taken from his downed Roman enemies. Still he slept on, breathing deeply.
It fell quiet outside, very quiet, and I got up again and went to look out of the window. I stood for a while, viewing this new world around me; forest away to the left and the road bending into farming-lands. A pen below with livestock and a small pack of dogs, tied up, now all lying down and sleeping. The hot air from outside came in gently, rich with the scents of the pen below, with land and forest—it was beautiful. This building was very high; it seemed built upon another building beneath us. Men worked below, coming in and out of a door under the window. They only called now and again and were mostly quiet.
I turned back and looked at him…still sleeping peacefully. Rested.
I moved back to the stool and sat again. I watched him, and I could not bear it any longer, so I reached out and took his hand, his free right hand in mine and I pushed my fingers between his and held him. I moved my thumb, slowly to caress him, near overwhelmed with love of him. Now I was beginning to break. I squeezed his hand, softly, softly…I tried again, only gently squeezing his hand. I wanted to fill him with my love; I wanted him to feel me. To move into him so gently he would barely even know I was there, yet still know in his soul, and his heart.
I caressed again, moved my fingers, and he opened his eyes. But he did not look at me; he gazed from sleep, slow-eyed towards the open window. I squeezed his hand, and this time he turned his head to me. He barely moved, only his slow eyes took mine, and seeing his eyes again after so long, his pure ebony black eyes, breathtaking, only he stared at me without response…not till he began to realise it was me, sitting here at his side. He squeezed back on my hand, then strengthened himself.
He said, just above a whisper, “I knew it was you…there’s no touch like yours…are you real? Or am I dreaming?”
“I am real, this is no dream.” I brought his hand to my lips and kissed him but a touch.
“Bedwyr,” he sighed.
“It’s me.”
Then all he did was lie and gaze at me.
Warm wind came through the window and scented the room with life from the forest. A strange bird began to call...
He said again, “I knew it was you…holding my hand. No one else feels like you feel.” He made a gasp, a grimace of pain, a groan.
“The pain is bad, in your shoulder and arm?” I asked him.
“…arm is broken…there’s a hole in my shoulder, large enough for Joseph to put his fist in…and he does…Bedwyr…why are you here? But I love you here…if it is you and not another of my visions…I have so many these days…” His voice was rough and he sounded hurt, lost, even confused.
“I came on a ship,” I told him slowly. “You foolishly sent me a letter, telling me that you were going to die against this Roman—that letter was all I needed to come for you. Arthur…you cannot resist me now. I have come to take you home.”
“I cannot move from here…you will go home. I knew it was you…I want you mine…and alive forever…you will go home.”
“No, no more…now you will take orders from me. You are coming home with me. I have a ship, manned by great sea-lords, the best in all the world and you are coming home. No more wars, no more battle, no more killing. I came here to bring you home, and you will.”
“So strong…” he said and squeezed my hand again. “You are so strong now, and I’m so weak…so many times I longed for you…in the dark of the night, or around the camp-fire after battle…I longed for you, to see you, to hear your voice…you are so different from other men; you live in a special land all of your own, and now, you are taking me there with you…”
He closed his eyes on these words; his hand went limp in mine, his breathing went deeper and he moaned. A sweet moan to hear, not one of pain now, but pleasure. I let his hand go and he seemed to lie sleeping.
Though he spoke, “Fox…closer…”
I moved closer to him, leaning over him and he lifted his arm around my neck and pulled me down against him; he held me tighter and tighter and began to cry…deep from inside himself.
I pulled up to caress him. I began to kiss all over his face, felt the heat of his body as he cried. Light kisses on his lips, and when I did, he sighed ever deeper. One armed he held me, one armed I held him. And when I pulled away, he would not let me go.
“No!” he cried. “Too long I’ve missed you, the power of you…you have no idea of your own power…I saw you! Saw so many times in the dark night, coming to be at my side, and when I looked around at all their faces, my men, you were not there…and how I suffered then. I looked for you…there was always something missing…this parting was too long, too harsh!”
I tried to ease him down; “I know, I know. You know I had to come. You knew I would come; you know that all my pledges are pledges to you, to be at your side. You will come home.”
His fingers tightened into my hair, he gripped me hard, pulled me down and whispered, “You are more beautiful to me now, more beautiful than any of the women here. I sent them all away…every last one of them. I do not want them, none but you…”
“Don’t talk this way, you fool, you are ill. Go back to sleep now, and I will settle my men. I have brought you a war-host of Norse-men. Arthur, do you hear?”
“You see? Only you would do this…only you would come into Armorica with Norse-men…” His voice fell away, and he moaned again and tried to move himself upright, to sit up. I helped him sit up against the bolsters, and when settled, he closed his eyes again and said, “Don’t leave me, do what you must, but come right back and be quick…”
CHAPTER 11: Taking the Fox’s Spirit
So I did, out and down the stairs fast, almost a run. Gathered my men, and with Cai showing me the way, he led us around to the rear of the building; out there I saw a forest of pitched tents, men and horses.
Cai said, “There’s plenty of room to camp here, but if you want rooms,” he turned and pointed to the ground level building. “To the left are the storerooms, stocked high with booty; to the right there is a small barrack. One of the rooms is mine, and the other belongs to the boy.”
“What boy?” I said.
“Drax. Arthur’s new armour-bearer and page. You saw him, Fox, on the stairs earlier. Come, I’ll settle your men.”
I walked with them now, explaining to Olaf that Arthur was lying ill with a battle-wound.
He said, “We will stay for a few days, then decide to move on or not. But I think my men will enjoy a stay in this land. We have been at sea a long time, as you know. I am sure there are warlords aplenty in this land, warlords to sell our battle-skills to.”
“Stay awhile,” I told him. “I might need to hire your ship to take us home. You will be paid well; I will make sure of it.”
“Sounds fine to me!” he laughed, and I went with them into the barrack. A huge room built beneath the main structure overhead. A staircase came down on our right from above; rooms side by side down a dark corridor towards a dark end. In here, I saw again the boy from the stairs. He came out of his room and eyed us all. He was a savage beauty if ever I had seen one; just a glance he gave me, and went up the stairs to the rooms above.
Cai found lodgings for all of my men; he cleared out the ones he called shirkers, told them to go and camp in the tents, and gave rooms to Olaf and his highest. To Anthony, who I worried about the most, he gave the room next to the boy named Drax. I would room with Anthony. Though I planned, if I could, to stay with Arthur. And all the time, Anthony seemed mighty uncomfortable; he grabbed me a moment alone in his room.
“What is going on?” he asked me.
“I told you, Arthur is lying ill from a battle-wound. As soon as I can move him, I’ll take him home. Hopefully on Olaf’s ship. We will all go home. Can you bear it here for a while longer? I don’t know how long this will take.”
“I will not stay here,” he said. “I am no soldier or warrior to put in barracks. If you stay here, I will leave and travel to Lugdunum for trading. Do not fear for me, Bedwyr. This is what I do. I am well versed in travel of all kinds. Will you accept this? And meet me again at home in Venta Silurum?”
He was worrying me now. “You’ll not go home with Olaf and me?”
“I will try, but if I am not back, do not worry about me. This is no place for me. Though,” he moved closer to me. “I would not mind taking a look at this booty that is stocked down the corridor.”
I explained to him, “You can look, but it’s not yours to buy. Booty goes to the men who fought for it. It’s not stock for buying and selling. It belongs to Arthur’s men.”
He gave me his dark-eyed stare.
He said, “I think now I have come too late in your life to steal your heart from him. Only your body you give me, not your heart. I have lost you, and I will leave for trading in the morning. Do not fear for me.”
I stood and looked at him. I felt bad for him, that I had done this to him. That he saw so much of me; my love for Arthur was all over me. He could see it already.
“You are right,” I said. “You have lost me for now.”
He replied with only a kiss on my forehead.
“Thank you, Anthony…thank you.”
I left him.
Outside, Cai was waiting for me. He said nothing, only took me up the stairs and through the door at the top, into a long corridor with a window that overlooked the camping-ground. Some of Olaf’s men were out there now, settling themselves in.
I followed Cai down to a door that went into the big main room I was first in with the round table. This building seemed a warren of corridors and rooms and stairs. In the main room, servants were laying the round table with platters and bowls and drinking-horns.
“For supper tonight,” Cai told me. “Every night we sup together, those of us who are still alive.”
This stopped me.
I said, “Are you certain they are all dead? What of Irfan? What happened to him?”
Cai looked away when he answered, “He went mad after Dafin was killed; he ran off to hunt down his brother’s killers. We have not seen him since. Maybe he is still alive, maybe he is dead. There are a few men out looking for him, but they have not yet returned with news. Bedwyr, listen to me, they are all dead now, I saw it myself, I was there to see it. The only ones to survive are those left behind in Britain. When we go home, there will be no Clan Bear.”
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