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Chapter One

Trista’s Story

Cerys is dead. Her hot head lies in my lap, but already her skin cools in the damp air. We lie, her corpse and I, with the other slaves in the cold, dark curve of the roundhouse wall. She was my only friend.

She won’t be the last to die this night. I know that death is coming for us all, riding on the snow-wind that howls louder than the wolves. I know it where it counts: in my bones and guts; death will be here soon.

I must move, but my back aches from the hard labour of the day and my legs are numb from the weight of Cerys. I can’t feel anything. It is an effort to stroke her fine hair and trace the lines of her face with my fingers. I close her eyes and mutter a prayer for her soul.

‘Shut your mouth, you stupid Brigante cow. I’m trying to sleep.’ Elen’s voice is a low snarl. She accompanies her words with a hard kick to my back. That blow was a mistake. I could kill her with my bare hands if I chose. I’ve kept my head down and my temper under control these last months for Cerys’ sake. Now there is nothing to hold me back. Now no one can punish her for my faults. Cerys is free and so am I. The worst has happened and there is nothing else that I fear. Of course, I don’t kill Elen. She’s not my enemy, just another hard-used slave. This life has cut out the kindness from all of us. Anger is better than grief. Grief is useless. I should be grateful to Elen because anger gives me the strength to shuffle away from her on my knees, Cerys’ slight body in my arms.

My cold breath mists the air. We are as far as we can be from the fire, the snoring Chief, his men, his kin, and the restless hounds. We are further still from the only door. I could have escaped before, but I was honourably taken in battle and then, when I realised there was no honour in enslavement to this Chief, Cerys needed me and I had to stay. She was little more than a child. I saved her from the Chief and the worst of the women’s spite, but fever doesn’t fight fair and I’ve no weapons against that. I cross her arms over her chest before she becomes too stiff to move. She was noble born and deserved better than this crumbling hole of a hall as a burial place. I have no grave gifts for her and that shames me, even as it gives me an idea.

The Chief and his men lie snoring in a stupor. There is little food to be had in this the hungriest of times, but they have feasted on the last of the Falernian wine. They’ve been celebrating some trivial victory over strangers in the woods beyond the River Ddu. The gods have blessed me with their drunkenness.

Usually I keep my eyes from my captors. I’m warrior-trained and I’ve wanted them to forget it so I’ve skulked in the shadows for Cerys’ sake. Humility has become a habit. I look at them now and though they bested us at Ragan’s Field, I can’t see how. I could kill them where they lie, vulnerable as babies, dribbling in their wine-soaked sleep as if death does not stalk them.

I crawl towards them across the stinking rushes. Bric, the Chief’s finest hound, raises his head from his paws. He looks straight at me but his throaty growl is muted. The Chief is quick to anger and it is his dogs and his slaves who bear the brunt of it. I signal to the dog to lie back down. My father had a gift with animals and I have inherited a little of it. Bric obeys me. He is silent but watchful. The Chief’s sword in its jewelled scabbard lies beside his overturned goblet, glinting gold in the firelight and not much more than a long arm’s reach from where I kneel. I stretch my arm towards it. I can’t quite touch it. I almost topple. Bric snarls and the Chief’s eyes open. I hesitate. If the man chooses to attack, I will go down fighting. I can get to the sword before he can. My blood thunders in my ears like the river in full flood. Somehow the Chief’s bleary eyes focus only on the hound. He cuffs Bric hard so that the dog yelps and cowers from him, then the Chief grunts and settles back to sleep. Bric is between me and the blade. Slowly I list the names of all who died at Ragan’s Field and only then, when I have calmed myself, do I move again. I pat Bric’s skinny flanks and scratch behind his ears until he settles back down on his haunches and finally my fingers close round the precious sword. Still I dare not get to my feet but shuffle awkwardly back to Cerys, my long skirts tangling round my legs.

I ease the blade from the scabbard. The Chief, for all his slovenly ways, keeps its edge keen and the blade oiled. It is so good to hold a weapon again. I test its balance, grip its hilt in warrior fashion. Holding it, I am myself again. I can barely feel the blood flow through my fingers but I hold the sword against my jaw and slice cleanly with a steady hand. My hair is my only vanity. It has always been admired for its luxuriance and its reddish colour, the shade of old gold. I slice the plait just below my ear and when it falls away, I feel dizzy with sudden lightness. It is my only treasure and I arrange it like a torque around Cerys’ neck – it is a kind of gold after all and the best I can do, even if it is less than she deserves. I don’t risk rousing Elen again so my prayers are silent and hasty. Every nerve in my body is telling me it is time to go.

I am still too afraid to stand, but I fasten the sword belt around me. I’ve lost weight in the time I’ve been here and the elaborate decorated leather hangs too loosely from my hips. I hitch my skirts up above my knees and then I take Cerys’ thick woollen cloak and brooch from her. I don’t want to but I know she wouldn’t begrudge it; the afterlife cannot be as grim and cold as this one.

I lift the sword so that it doesn’t drag against the ground and crawl slowly past the sleeping men. The Chief’s wife stirs and mutters in her sleep as I approach and one of the babies cries and is instantly put to the breast, but no one wakes for long enough to see me make my clumsy crawl for freedom with the Chief’s best sword. Bric follows me with his eyes and I wish I could take him with me.

I don’t get to my feet until I reach the door. I have to lean a little against the wall for balance. I’m not weak, just worn out with all that has happened and dizzy from lack of food. I wrap Cerys’ cloak around my head and shoulders and secure it with her brooch. I unsheathe the sword, ready. I’m not ready, but I’d rather die of the cold than at the hands of the shining men who will take this hall before the night is over. I’ve seen them. Their metal tunics, splattered with blood, alive with reflected fire. Around them the flames of the blazing hall leap and flicker while the Chief and all his kin scream and die. I should warn them. I am a seeress and my visions are true. I falter for a moment. It is my duty to tell the Chief what I’ve seen, but duty and honour have only brought me here to this tumbledown hall, half starved as a winter hare, friendless and frozen. Besides, the Chief has a druid of his own.

It takes all my strength to lift the apron of leather that cuts out the draughts from the hall, to unbar the great door and push against it. Even the strange Parisi gods whose names I barely know are with me tonight, for someone has oiled the hinge and the great door swings open silently and suddenly I am engulfed by a blizzard. I can hear the hungry baying of the wolves and for an instant almost slink back into the lesser cold of the hall. It takes all my courage to step away from the shelter of the overhanging thatch. The watch are busy warming themselves at the brazier at the gate. I count the huddled shapes. They are all there, shirking their duty; they deserve what is to come.

Within five paces I am camouflaged by snow. It stings my face like the branding iron and blinds me. Luckily I know that it is fifty steps to the timber rampart of the fortress wall. I make them swiftly, praying that the watch are too distracted by their own discomfort to do their job. The sword bounces against my legs and my boots are worn so thin I feel every bump and stone of the ground, but worst of all I am afraid my heart will batter its way out of my chest it is banging so hard in my breast. When I get to the rampart, my legs give way and I collapse into the thick blanket of snow like a speared deer. It is so cold every gulping breath is full of knives. I have to wait until I stop shaking before I can begin to prod each wooden stake in the wall with my sheathed sword. Some will be rotten even in a well-run fort and this is not a well-run fort. It doesn’t take me long to find a piece of wall that crumbles and then it is just a case of levering the timbers apart with my scabbard and bashing at it with the pommel of my sword. It is hard to hear anything in this wind and there is still no sign of the watch. I work at the timbers with my numb fingers until I can make a hole big enough for me. The wood, jagged as a broken tooth, scrapes the skin from my back but then I’m through.

I’d forgotten the sheerness of the slope beyond the rampart. I can’t keep my feet. I have time to thank the triple-faced goddess for the thickness of the snow, then I slip and I’m tumbling, rolling, falling down and away from the place of my humiliation, bashed, almost broken . . . and free.

I can’t see anything but whiteness. Ice stings my eyes and snow fills my mouth and ears. In the darkness I’m not sure which way is up and I’m thrashing around like a fish out of water. It’s all right. I can breathe and I don’t think anything is broken. I should run before the watch see what I’ve done to the wall, or before the flame-wielding enemy breaches the rampart. I struggle to get to my feet but pitch backwards into the wet snow because I am falling into that other darkness and another vision.

This time no one dies. I see only the face I’ve seen since I was a child. He is handsome as ever, naked and in chains. When I was little, before I was betrothed to Gwyn, I thought he was to be my husband. Now I don’t know what to think. The man in my visions is older – twenty at least and built like a warrior. His dark eyes seem to bore into my soul. I shiver. My visions are rarely useful. They did not warn me that everyone I loved would die or that I would be enslaved. They show only pictures of places I’ve never been, men I’ve never seen and wolves. I’ve had too many visions of wolves. If I could be rid of my foreseeing, I would. Each episode leaves me shaking and disoriented. I melt some snow in my hands to quench my inevitable thirst. I’ve been sweating under my clothes and now my sweat will begin to cool and if I don’t move, I’ll die here of the cold. It would be a gentler death than many.

I struggle to my feet. The vision of the bright enemy was useful. I must act on that and flee this place. I brush myself down, check my sword and start to walk. I have twisted my ankle but it isn’t serious and the pain sharpens my mind. It would be too easy to lie down in all this soft feathery whiteness, lie down and never wake. Perhaps the gods have spared me for a reason; I want to know what that might be.





Chapter Two

Morcant’s Story

‘Get the fire going!’ I do what I can to obey. These are the first words Lucius has spoken since the fight yesterday. He hasn’t even called me ‘a half-breed Keltic bastard’. I didn’t think I’d miss that.

It wasn’t my fault the Kelts attacked. It definitely wasn’t my fault that the fat chieftain sliced through Julius’ arm. Yes, I was slow drawing my sword but that was shock not cowardice. I’d like to explain, but that isn’t how it works, not among soldiers.

Maybe Lucius has got us lost on purpose. He’s a dirty, ill-tempered runt but a good scout. Here in this wood anything could happen to a callow new recruit and no questions would be asked of a veteran with a solid reputation. I check my short sword and my knife. I don’t think I could take Lucius even in a fair fight and he’s not known for fair fights.

The snow is deep here and it isn’t easy to find wood that will burn. I find a suitable spot and unload my gear. It’s a relief to take off my pack. We had to let the others take the mule back to camp so we’ve had to carry everything we need. Without my kit I feel so light I could float. The snow has soaked through my scarf and cold water trickles down my back. At least my tinderbox is dry. I clear the snow from a flat patch of ground and use my axe to cut some branches, shaking away the snow. I hate these woods. My neck prickles as if we’re observed. Ancient forests can be home to all kind of dangers, threats to the body and to the soul. This time I’ll be ready. I’m not a coward.

The feeling of being watched grows as I build a fire and edge it with the few stones I can uncover in this bleached wilderness. It is worse now the wind has dropped and the snow no longer falls. The darkness is settling around us like soot on the snow and the silence and stillness lift the hairs on the nape of my neck. Somewhere a lone wolf howls and I shiver. My mother would say that someone walked on my grave, but she was an Armorican Kelt and steeped in superstition.

I fiddle around with tinder and flint but can’t raise a spark. My hands are shaking with the cold and with this terrible sense that something bad is about to happen.

It is there when I look up. It can only be a wraith, a ghost creature – tall, white and hooded, staring at me with hollow eyes. I cry out, but it sounds more like a pig’s squeal than a man’s voice and Lucius turns to me, startled. Even in the twilight I can see his lip curl in contempt.

I reach for my sword, but I know it will do no good against one of the shadow creatures of the deep forest. Lucius sees the creature and his reaction is swift and brutal. In three long strides his sword is against the creature’s throat. Before he slices through it, the creature speaks. ‘Please, I mean no harm.’ The voice is low and unsteady and it speaks the language of the tribes. I didn’t know that such dead things could speak in any tongue. Then the thing falls to the ground as if it were some mortal creature. It lands with a heavy thud on the snow as if it were flesh and blood. As I step closer I can smell the animal stink of the byre and the scent of woodsmoke mixed with the damp wool of its cloak.

‘It’s a man!’

‘What else did you expect, you gelded son of a pox-ridden whore?’

‘Don’t kill him!’

‘He’s Keltic scum like you – what else should I do?’

The man’s eyes flutter and open. His mouth works and then he speaks again.

‘Please . . .’

‘He might have information.’ It is the first thing that comes into my head, but we do need intelligence about the Keltic rebel leader Caratacus in particular and it is enough to make Lucius hesitate.

‘Disarm him and tie him up. Then we’ll see,’ Lucius says.

I have rope in my pack. I fetch it, almost tripping over my sword in my haste. Under Lucius’ unforgiving gaze I haul the man roughly to his feet. We stand eye to eye and I’m the tallest in the legion. The darkness shadows his face but something about his presence bothers me. ‘Do you have a weapon?’

He raises his arms so that his cloak falls back and even in the dusk I can see the scabs over a slave brand. I pat him down. He wears a sword belt that is very fine and obviously stolen. I don’t think his bulky shawl hides another weapon, but I have been told to be thorough in all my duties as a soldier. I slide my hands under the cloak to check that he doesn’t carry a hidden knife. I don’t find another weapon, but I find myself blushing.

‘I mean no harm.’ The low voice is sullen now. Not a wraith then but a thief, and more – a woman. I don’t need to share that information with Lucius. I wouldn’t trust him with a woman. I take the sword and on impulse fasten the sword belt around my own waist. The blade sits more comfortably against my hip than the short Roman gladius I carry.

‘What do you think you’re doing with that, you little bastard Brit? I’ll have the spoils,’ Lucius says, his harsh soldier’s Latin an offence against the gods of this place.

‘Of course,’ I say hastily, ‘I’m just wearing it while I tie him up.’

Lucius snorts but leaves me to it, busying himself with sorting through his pack.

‘Before you tie me, let me help light your fire.’ She speaks in little more than a whisper. It’s cold and the wood is wet. ‘There is a trick I know that will save you time.’ Did she see me fail before? ‘It will only take a moment.’ I believe her. Besides, I have the sword and, while I’m not the best of fighters, I couldn’t be bested by a woman. I place myself between her and Lucius’ line of sight. I have my gladius out and I will stab her if she makes a threatening move. She squats by the fire, as all tribespeople do. As I do. She waves away my offer of my tinderbox and does something with her hands that I can’t see. The light is fading fast. She didn’t lie – in moments the fire catches and the damp wood begins to burn. It is quite a trick.

When she stands up, she holds out her hands for me to tie them. Now I know she is a woman it is impossible to see her as anything else. The face the firelight shows is young and gaunt but not unattractive. Her wrists are bony.

I let her sit by the fire and her shawl slips from her head to reveal raggedly cut hair the colour of Keltic gold.

‘I am Morcant,’ I say, ‘and my comrade is Lucius.’

‘He is not your master?’

‘No. We are both soldiers of Legio IX.’

She doesn’t look as though she believes me, though she nods politely. My mother always said that it is not wise to give away your name, but I’m Roman now and have no truck with such views. The woman shares my mother’s opinion: she does not give her name.

I unpack the rest of my kit, finding my cook pot and food. It’s just travelling rations – bread, cheese and beans to cook up, but she can’t hide the hunger in her eyes as she watches me.

I give her some bread and she nibbles it, as if to make it last.

‘When did you last eat?’

She shrugs. ‘I’ve been walking since before dawn – I ate some broth yesterday.’ Lucius turns and sees me give the woman a piece of cheese. She needs it more than I do.

‘Mithras’ balls – what are you doing wasting rations on Brit shit?’ He tries to grab the bread from the woman’s hand and then when his hand touches hers he snatches his back as if stung.

‘What the . . .’

‘Tell him not to be afraid. I’m a seeress, that is all, and our touch can bring on a sharing.’ I don’t know what she means. The druid of my mother’s people never mentioned such a thing, but then he was old and ignorant as muck. Lucius is looking murderous. Before I can translate her words she speaks again.

‘Tell him I can see his wife with a dark-haired baby at her breast. She is sick, dying I think, but the baby is strong as is the little boy who stands by her bed. The boy will live.’

I don’t want to translate this but I do. I don’t sheathe my gladius though, just in case Lucius tries to kill her. I am a soldier of Rome now and of course I will do my duty, but I won’t let Lucius kill an unarmed woman at any hearth of mine.

Lucius turns silent when I translate her words. He stares at the fire as if lost. I think it might be all right and then he roars, ‘No! You lying piece of Keltic scum.’ His sword is out and he is about to gut her with it. His response is not unexpected, but mine is. I drop my shoulder and tackle him, which is stupid. Luckily, he is so surprised he doesn’t slice me as he ought to do. He lands hard on the snow with me on top of him. He is a veteran though, and he doesn’t let go of his gladius. I get to my feet in a flurry of snow. He is winded, which gives me time to plant myself in front of the woman as if to protect her. She’s nothing to me, but I don’t trust Lucius to stop at killing her. I’ll be next.

‘What by Mithras’ cock are you doing?’ He is gasping for air.

‘We haven’t questioned him yet. You know we had orders to question any captured natives about Caratacus.’ I let Lucius get to his feet, which is a mistake because he’s coming for me now. The woman is standing too, a looming presence behind me. She takes advantage of my confusion to wrest the longsword from my belt. She is quick as a snake or a warrior. Now I’m caught between the two of them. It happens quickly. Lucius charges me and I am too slow to use my gladius. Instead, on instinct, I put out my foot. It is a cheap trick that should not have worked on an old and canny veteran, but it does. Lucius trips and falls headlong into the fire. It was such a small blaze his bulk should have extinguished it with little damage; instead, from nowhere huge flames leap, wild and out of control. He screams and the fire consumes him. It is too hot for me to try to save him. The heat burns my face and singes my eyebrows. The woman cries out and both of us step back from the inferno – we have no choice. The smell is terrible. Lucius’ cry is like nothing I’ve ever heard. It is swiftly over and then the fire shrinks back almost to nothing and Lucius is a charred and blackened corpse.

I am trembling and I stammer when I finally manage to speak.

‘W-what in Lugh’s name h-h-happened?’

‘You killed him.’ The woman’s tone is accusing but her voice quavers too. She seems as shaken as I am.

‘Not me. You killed him with your fire.’

She shakes her head. We are both bearing unsheathed weapons. She holds the longsword like a warrior; I hold my gladius like a fool. I’m not about to kill her; I don’t know if she plans on killing me.

‘How did you do it?’

She shakes her head. ‘I didn’t. You tripped him!’ She sounds scornful and then adds more softly, ‘Perhaps the gods of this place do not like foreigners.’ We both look around. The wood beyond the glow of the killing fire is dark and sinister.

I unbuckle her sword belt clumsily and hand it back to her. Keltic women are not like Romans. I know that, in spite of the slave brand, she is of the warrior caste. I was wrong before – I could be bested by such a woman. She only hesitates for a moment before taking the belt. She watches me and sheathes her sword as I put away my gladius. The tension between us eases a little.

‘Do you often kill your own in your Legio IX?’ She pronounces the foreign words awkwardly, but that does nothing to dull the sharpness of her words. What small control I had of this situation is slipping away. I didn’t kill Lucius. It was an accident, that is all. I imagine explaining that to our Decanus, Marcellus, and then up the chain of command to our Praefectus Castrorum – a grizzled veteran of uncertain temper who served with Lucius in Gaul. I can see my father’s dream of my glorious army career turn to ash along with Lucius’ corpse. It is never going to happen now. I don’t think I dare return to our fort, even assuming I could find my way. Julius thinks I let him down in our earlier encounter with the Kelts and how can I account for Lucius’ death? I speak the tribal tongues – maybe I could disguise myself as a local Kelt and make my way to my mother’s people in Armorica? All this passes through my head in the space between the woman’s pointed question and my response.

‘I didn’t kill him and it’s not my Legio IX,’ I say and I know that I’m not going back.

Smoke is still rising from Lucius’ body.

‘I have to bury him,’ I say.

‘The ground is frozen solid, you’d be better building a cairn.’ She’s right of course, but I get out my spade anyway and then I hear the wolves howl.





Chapter Three

Trista’s Story

Morcant freezes when the wolves howl. I don’t blame him. They seem so much closer here. Should I keep walking? I don’t want to run into wolves; I don’t know where I’m going, my legs are trembling from weakness, and it is good to have company. This man is kind. He gave me food. It is a long time since anyone has given me anything besides a beating and I know I could take him in a fight with one arm tied behind my back and both eyes closed. Strange, he is tall and well-built and ought to have what it takes to make a warrior.

Instead of moving on I find myself helping him bury the corpse of his comrade. We have to cool him down with snow before we can move him.

‘Help me take off his shirt,’ I say.

‘What?’

Even in the firelight I can see that Lucius’ mail shirt is a masterful piece of work, linked chains of metal that would protect me like a blessing from the mother. I recognise it. The enemies of my vision wore such shirts, and other shinier things. Wearing one of them would be like wearing a shield, leaving both arms free for fighting.

‘I want his shirt, and his helmet too. If I come across any more of you Romans, I want what you have.’

He helps me reluctantly. He’s very fastidious for a soldier. I doubt he’s seen action yet; I’m not sure he’d survive. It is a grisly job and even I avert my eyes from Lucius’ ruined, melted face.

The ground is like iron and so we do a poor job, merely heaping snow and stones over his body. I say prayers to Lugh and the triple-faced one and Morcant mumbles something about Mithras. I’m glad to get back to the fire. The night is full of unseen things, creatures of the forest watching us, waiting for us beyond the small circle of light we have made with our fire and unlikely companionship.

‘Here, you might as well have this – he doesn’t need it now.’

He gives me Lucius’ pack full of spare clothes, a goatskin canteen of water, and food. I don’t eat right away but drink deeply of the water then dress myself in Lucius’ tunic and Keltic trews. They are too short of course but much more use to me than my long women’s skirts. I clean off Lucius’ mail shirt too and Morcant watches me struggling into it, while he heats beans over the fire. I feel better for the extra clothes. If I meet the shining men of my vision, it will now be on more equal terms.

The food is better still. So hot it burns my mouth but I don’t care.

‘How long have you been a soldier?’ He has offered me hospitality of sorts and I am bound by old rules to make myself pleasant in the acceptance of it.

He fingers a new-looking tattoo on his hand – a wolf. I am a little startled by that. I think of the wolf as my own symbol, for my many visions of wolves.

‘I’ve been training since the summer.’

‘But you’re of the tribes?’ He has that look about him. He reminds me a little of Gwyn, though his features are finer, his eyes greyer and his expression sweeter. In fact he looks nothing like him – it is just that he is handsome. It is not a thought I should be having in the middle of this wilderness when I am on the run from his own compatriots.

‘My mother was a slave from Armorica, my father a Roman, an army veteran from Rome itself. He has no other children so he acknowledged me as his heir. I’m a citizen.’

‘Will you go back to your . . .’ I search for the right word. ‘Your fighting tribe?’

‘My legion? No. I don’t think so. They will blame me for Lucius’ death.’ He scrapes the pot of beans and gives me the last of it. I’m too hungry not to accept.

‘I don’t think the life is for me anyway – it feels all wrong.’

I don’t answer. There is something wrong about him. I don’t know what it is, but something niggles in my marrow, in my seer’s guts.

‘What about you?’ He asks the question gently. A seeress is bound to truth but I don’t think an escaped slave is bound by anything.

‘I was a warrior once, of one of the Brigante clans. I was captured in battle by the Parisi. I escaped.’

‘You said you were a seeress?’ Is he mocking me?

‘It’s a gift. I’m not initiated.’ He waits for me to go on and for some inexplicable reason I do. ‘My father was sent to Mona to study with the druids as a boy. He swore that no child of his would ever be druid trained.’ He raises his eyebrows at that, as well he might. My father gave up the honour and power of a druid for a life training horses and dogs. He counted it a good bargain too. It was fortunate for us children that he was born of warrior stock, with generous sisters, or we would have had nothing.

‘Ah well, we all live at the whim of our fathers.’ His smile takes the sting from his words but he sounds sad. No doubt he is a disappointment to his own father and I can see why. ‘Where are you headed?’

The change of subject is abrupt but welcome. I don’t want to talk about the past.

I shrug. ‘Away from your army, back to Brigante lands. I don’t know. You?’

‘Armorica. Away from the army too.’

It is on the tip of my tongue to ask him if we should travel together when another wolf’s cry echoes around us. By Lugh, they are very close now. My hand finds the hilt of my sword.

‘We should sleep in turns,’ he says quickly, ‘to watch the fire and keep the wolves at bay.’

I nod. I have always feared that my visions of wolves are a sign that they will be the harbinger of my death, but I don’t say that.

I get up to put more wood on the fire. Morcant takes it from me and then our hands touch. He pulls his hand sharply away but I cry out.

‘No!’

I am backing away from him now, grabbing Lucius’ shield and long spear as I go.

‘What is it?’ He looks around wildly as if to see what has frightened me. Surely he must know?

‘You!’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘You are a shape-changer, a wolfman, a werewolf!’

My back is to the tree now. He walks towards me, laughing nervously.

‘What are you talking about? That’s just Keltic superstition. There’s no such thing.’

He seems utterly in earnest. He truly does not know what he is. His eyes flash yellow in the fire’s glow and I reach for my sword.





Chapter Four

Trista’s Story

Morcant puts his hands up as if in surrender. His hands are large and look strong.

‘You don’t need to use your sword, warrior-seeress lady. I don’t wish to insult your gifts, but you’re mistaken. Come back to the fire.’

I’m not mistaken. Now that I’ve seen his nature I cannot unsee it. If I half close my eyes, I can see the faint shadow of a sleeping wolf that surrounds him. Still, I hesitate. The safety of the fire draws me. There are eldritch things beyond it, unseen creatures of unknown intent. It is hard to believe that this ungainly man could be much of a threat to me. I am armed, after all. Morcant’s smile is wide, innocent, but his eyes glint with an animal light, cold as the Chief’s metal mirror. I stay where I am. He shrugs. His shoulders are broad, his chest deep. I must not let his gentle manner beguile me. He could be a powerful man.

‘You shouldn’t travel alone,’ he says, but his words are slurred. He stretches, yawns, then does what I least expect. He drops to all fours by the fire, like a child playing at being a hound. I tighten my grip on Lucius’ spear. What is he doing? He seems to have forgotten that he is observed. He stretches his long back, and then extends his neck as if for an executioner’s blade. His expression is curiously dreamy. He sighs gently with – what? Relief? Contentment? I have no idea. He shudders and closes his eyes. For the first time I see the shadow wolf open his. The beast’s eyes are startling, alert, hard, everything that Morcant’s aren’t. Those eyes are a shock. The shadow wolf is a living creature, real as I am.

It is hard to make sense of what happens next. The man’s outline blurs as if I am seeing it through tear-filled eyes. I want to rub my eyes but dare not let go of my weapon. Morcant’s very body fades, the shape and colour of him leaching away to become a ghostly silver. At the same instant the half-seen shadow wolf becomes clearer as if finally coming into focus. No. It is more than that. He is not just coming into focus, he is becoming flesh and blood. Hands become paws, pale human skin becomes dark, bestial fur, Morcant’s fine nose and chin coarsen and thicken to become an animal muzzle. The man has become a wolf in front of my eyes. There’s no cracking of bones nor straining of tendons, just this noiseless swapping of forms. How can this be possible? My guts twist at the strangeness of it. Should I run? I fear the wolf would outpace me for this isn’t any ordinary wolf; just as Morcant is big for a man, this creature is huge for a wolf. He is still draped in Morcant’s clothes.

He turns his attention and razor teeth to escaping from the restriction of mail shirt and sword belt. He growls his displeasure – a low, terrifying sound at the back of his throat. Now might be the time to run, but I can’t make my legs move. I’ve never seen anything like this and it fascinates me as much as it terrifies me. I can see the spectral form of Morcant the man around this wild creature: he is sleeping as peacefully as a child. I know little of shapeshifters but I am certain that the man should always be master of the beast. The druids, who practise such magics, gain the attributes of animals but lose none of their own power. Here there is no doubt as to which creature is in charge and this creature fixes me with its predator’s eyes. There is no trace of Morcant in them, no softness, no human intelligence, nothing, in fact, but hunger.

I adjust my grip on Lucius’ spear. The weight of it is different from the Keltic type. It has a long metal shaft attached to a wooden pole and lacks the charms and druid blessings which give ours a greater potency. I’ll have one chance to hit the beast if he pounces and I cannot miss. If Morcant dies along with the wolf, that is not my fault. I will not hesitate for sentiment’s sake: I will live.

The wolf’s eyes meet mine and I don’t look away. He looks at the spear and does not back down. He growls.

I can’t afford to be afraid. If I allow my hand to tremble when I throw, I will not throw true. I survived the battle of Ragan’s Field because I fought my fear. My heart beats quickly six or seven times and then I hear a wolf howl. It is close by, closer even than before. The effect on the wolf is instant: he raises his head to the bright moon and bays a response. The sound sends shivers down my spine. Somehow the wolf’s cry sounds anguished, desolate, the loneliest cry I’ve ever heard. Perhaps there is an answering yowl that I cannot hear because it seems that he has forgotten all about me and bounds off after the wolf pack. The man, Morcant, is gone with him.

I can’t move for several more heartbeats, but stand clutching my spear. My knuckles turn white with the needless pressure. I’ve lost my knack of overcoming fear.

I stagger back to the fire and sit there in shock. I thought I wouldn’t mind dying now I’ve lost so much. I was wrong.

It takes a while to get my racing thoughts in order. I keep returning to what I’ve just seen, trying to picture exactly what happened. I shake my head hard as if that will shake away the memory. I have to forget about the mystery I’ve seen enacted and find a way to survive the rest of the night. The wolf will return. It is likely he will return with other wolves. There’s little to eat even for hunters at this time of year and I am sitting not ten paces from a corpse. The stink of it, too faint yet for human noses, will draw the wolves here like men to mead.

I run through several wild ideas before settling on my plan. First I clear away some of the snow and heavy stones from Lucius’ pyre. I don’t like doing it, because I was brought up to honour the dead. I pray to the gods that Lucius’ shade might forgive me, but all things are permitted to the desperate. Then I return to the fire and, using the flat of Lucius’ short sword, extract some hot coals from the glowing heart of it and place them in Lucius’ copper, loop-handled cook pot. The heat turns the blade as black as my chain mail. I don’t intend to die of the cold so I wrap my newly made firepot in Morcant’s tunic and secure the bundle to my belt by the tunic’s arms. I enfold myself in Morcant’s cloak as well as my own, stuff all the food still remaining in Lucius’ pack, take his canteen and head for the trees. I don’t want to stray far from the camp, the extra weapons and the fire, but if I stay on the ground I’m easy meat. I can’t fight a pack of wolves on my own, not in my weakened, exhausted state. I have to sleep, rest, survive and then decide what to do next.

It is years since I climbed a tree – once I was betrothed it was deemed unseemly. Before that I spent half my girlhood shinning up the ancient oaks in our woodland. I hope I haven’t forgotten how.

The tree nearest the fire isn’t an oak but a fir with little in the way of lower branches. I’ve thought of that. This is a good moment to remind myself of how to throw a spear.

My first attempt is pathetic, incompetently thrown and poorly aimed. I hear the ghost of Gwyn mocking my frailty with his characteristic bitter wit. I grit my teeth and try again, this time with Morcant’s spear. The spear hits the tree trunk squarely and well. I run to check. The spear is deeply embedded in the bark to the depth of half my hand’s span. That will have to do. I daren’t risk another attempt. I hurl Lucius’ pack up into the lower branches of the tree. It’s bulky and an awkward shape. It takes me several weary throws before it catches in the branches. It doesn’t look secure, but it’s too late to do anything about that. I grab the first spear from where it fell uselessly into the snowy ground and tuck it under my arm. I tighten the cloaks around me and make sure my sword is secure. Now comes the test. I use the spear buried in the trunk to give me a leg-up. It buckles, though I’m lighter than I was. I don’t give it a chance to break but haul myself with all my strength up into the tree. I am out of practice but my body remembers what to do. At least I’ve gained in strength and reach what I’ve lost in agility. I can still do it. I make it to the safety of the largest branch with no time at all to spare. When I look down, I can see dark shapes prowling and snuffling at the tree’s roots. The wolves are here.
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