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Where did King Arthur come from?Britain lies in the shadows, deserted by its Roman masters.
When the Saxons invade at the invitation of Vortigern — traitorous leader of the Britons — the
tribes must unite to reclaim the land they see as their birthright.And in the turmoil of a country
torn apart by war, one man must rise to lead them, and become the one true
king.Praise:★★★★★ - "Gray has a real gem starting with his subject, and carries it through with
an excellent delivery."★★★★★ - "Flawlessly weaves history, legend and imagination."★★★★★ -
"Magical and moving, I couldn't put it down."
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is Usher Vance, and mine has been a long and interesting life, or so I've been told before in
company such as this.' Brushing back a long strand of silver-grey hair, the old man gazed about
at the small audience of expectant faces and settled himself more comfortably into the familiar
leather chair. Over the years, he had come to regard the chair as his own and, like an old friend,
was all too aware of its weaknesses and strengths. It creaked and sagged and he responded in
a similar fashion, rearranging his somewhat considerable bulk as he fumbled for pipe and
tobacco. His fingers began charging the clay bowl with motion requiring little thought and he
smiled, relishing the delight of spinning yet another tale.'I have lived more years than I can
remember.' He leaned forward to better study a few of his nearest listeners. 'Probably more than
the sum of all your years combined. Kings have called me friend and heathen warriors have
sworn to burn the flesh from my bones, vowing to search all seven halls of Hell to find
me.'Several of the younger villagers in the room fidgeted and cast about for the reassuring sight
of a parent or friend, but most simply stared at the old man with eager expressions, impatient for
the tale, any tale, to begin.As the summer had turned to autumn and, more recently, as the first
cold days settled a wintry grip upon the land, the villagers had gossiped and speculated upon
the subject of Usher's story for this year.The night of Midwinter's Eve was a special night in the
village and the event was celebrated with feasting, dancing, and one of Usher Vance's stories for
as many years as anyone could remember. For most of the year, the old man kept to himself and
was reluctant to part with any of his tales. Tales that when finally offered, were told as episodes
of his life, although this was rarely held to be true amongst the villagers. Each year, after clearing
the remains of the meal from the long communal table, they would drift towards the huge
fireplace, each finding his own place on the assortment of mismatched chairs and benches, but
leaving the old stuffed leather chair ready for the storyteller.The clay pipe glowed as the



storyteller drew heavily upon it, building the heat as he slowly allowed the atmosphere within the
room to grow. At last, content that the pipe was good and lit, he blew out a long blue cloud of
smoke, threw the taper into the fire, and pointed the stem towards several of the closest faces.'I
see some of our younger friends gathered here tonight, and as long as they care not for troubled
sleep in the weeks to come, then a story I shall tell…but what part of this life shall I lay before
you?' He sat back and sighed, bushy white eyebrows coming together in a thoughtful frown. 'A
tale of treasure and treachery, or love and war, what shall it be? So many years I have lived and
so many things I have seen. Yet we only have these hours of darkness this midwinter's eve, only
enough time to fill the night with one true tale.' He pulled on his pipe once more, and then
reached over to lift a leather tankard to his lips. The villagers watched silently as the old man
drank, heedless of the ale that escaped to run through his beard onto his stained waistcoat.
Wiping his mouth upon his sleeve, he gazed about and judged it was almost time to begin; he
was almost ready to cast the spell of a master storyteller.The innkeeper stepped forward and set
another log upon the fire, the flames crackled and spat, drawing everyone's attention for a
moment. A curl of smoke wafted out, escaping the confines of the chimney and filled the air with
a sweet rich scent as the fire continued to crackle angrily. To minds freshly laid open, ready for a
tale, it was as if a wild animal had been thrown a hunk of meat and was devouring it hungrily
before them.'I think I now have something in mind,' broke in the storyteller, reclaiming his
audience. 'A tale I have that has been some time coming. Tis a tale of battle and of love, of
rescue…and betrayal. So please, make yourselves comfortable and we can begin.''Once, when I
was considerably younger than I am now, I met a king upon a hill. I knew him at once to be a king
by the finery of his clothes and by his horse that was as white as the purest snow and as spirited
as…' A sound broke the concentration of the room and the storyteller stopped and stared back
towards the door. The latch was rattling as someone tried unsuccessfully to gain entrance; a
murmur filled the room as the villagers bemoaned the untimely interruption. The sound
continued and the grumbling quickly became calls for someone to aid the intruder so the
storyteller could continue.Muttering incoherently, the innkeeper tugged back the heavy curtain
that covered the door, keeping at bay all but the most insistent of drafts, and the audience turned
once more to Usher Vance who had taken the opportunity to drain his leather mug. He passed it
over, and then smiled in thanks as a serving girl exchanged it for a fresh one. After taking a sip,
he readied himself to continue.The sound of the door opening and someone being invited in was
accompanied by a gust of frigid air that chased about the room; however, it was all but lost on
the audience as they settled once more, eager for the tale to go on. The door slammed and the
heavy wooden bolts were drawn back into place, hopefully as a barrier to any further
disturbance.Usher Vance cleared his throat and continued. 'It was a fine day as I recall, with a
sky of the deepest blue and a mere dusting of high cloud to offer some contrast to its perfection.
The sun shone down upon us, as if it were a light cast from the heavens, purely to illuminate the
splendour of this king and his noble mount. The rest of the king's party were some distance
away. He must have ridden to the top of the hill alone to take in the view and was clearly as



startled to see me, as I was to see him. I remember bowing low while the king attempted with
little success to control his dancing horse, its nostrils flaring in agitation at finding me enjoying
the beauty of the day, clearly both king and horse had thought, until I had disturbed them, that
they were alone.'Good day to you, sire,' I said, gazing up into a pair of icy blue eyes. 'My name is
Usher Vance and I apologise for the fright I brought upon your horse.'Before he could continue, a
soft dry voice broke the spell of the tale, cutting into the concentration of the audience and
causing Usher to falter.'Still spouting stories of utter rubbish then, are you, Usher?'The
storyteller cast about the shadows, trying to see who had disturbed him. As he did, several in his
audience spoke up, encouraging him to ignore the interruption and continue, while others hissed
into the gloom in search of the unwelcome speaker. Somewhat unsettled, but seeing his
audience still keen, Usher Vance drew upon his pipe and readied himself to go on, but the voice
returned at the moment he opened his mouth.'He makes them up, and for some reason, keeps
the real history of his life a closely guarded secret. Do you think he has a greater story that he
chooses to hide?'A frown creased Usher's face as he sought out the heckler. Everyone had
turned towards the door and as Usher looked over, he felt the first low feelings of a strange
foreboding enter into the pit of his stomach. In the fireplace, another log burnt through and
settled causing flames to leap up, brightening the faces of the villagers and revealing for the first
time a stooped figure by the door.The stranger, leaning heavily upon a thick staff, was cloaked
from head to foot in a dark material that glistened with droplets of rain, freshly brought in from
the cold winter's night.'Why don't you tell them a real story, Usher? Why don't you tell them who
Usher Vance really is, and where he came from, instead of prattling on like some old fool with no
life worth the telling of?' The stranger took a step forward and, raising a cold white hand, drew
the hood from his head. There were several drawn breaths and a whisper of speculation from the
villagers as they watched this unexpected drama unfold before them.The stranger pulled his
eyes from Usher and gazed about him. 'You have a personality of sorts before you, but not the
one you thought you had.' Usher felt the blood drain from his face as the shock of recognition
crept upon him. He felt the clay pipe drop from his mouth but was only vaguely aware of the
sound it made as it connected with the stone floor, breaking in two with the slightest of clinks.'No
welcome, Usher?' The stranger moved over to crouch down at the storyteller's feet. 'I have made
a long and terrible journey to find you, old friend, one I shall reveal another time. For now though,
I beg you tell us a real story, Usher Vance, not one of your fancies. Why not tell of how two boys
chanced upon some wolves and saw the world they knew come to its end. Talk to us, Usher
Vance. It's been so many years and my memories have all but deserted me.'It took some
moments while Usher considered the sparse white hair and the mottled, almost grey skin as the
dancing flames of the fire revealed the stranger's features. Finally, it was the eyes, they spoke to
him of another time and another person; they still blazed with an intensity that he had almost
forgotten. Sighing, as he collected his wits from where they had deserted him to the furthest
corners of his mind, he addressed the visitor.'Good evening, Calvador. Forgive me for being
somewhat bewildered; recognition was a little hard in coming after all these years. You always



did like to make an entrance, didn't you?' He glanced around at the expectant faces and smiled
as he accepted another clay pipe. Reaching out, he squeezed the shoulder of the kneeling
figure and stared down into his cold, almost yellow eyes. 'It's good to see you, old friend. Will you
stay to hear an old man's story?''I will stay to hear your story, Usher Vance, but the story is of two
old men, not one. Two old men that were once boys, forced to grow up far too quickly, and I
would also appreciate a chair and a mug of something warming, if that is not too much to ask.'As
one of the villagers helped him up into a chair by the fire, the innkeeper fetched mulled wine and
a bowl of broth. 'Please begin, Usher. I hunger for memories of times past.' Accepting the broth,
he blew steam from its surface before taking a tentative sip. After a moment, he looked up. 'It has
been a long time since I tasted anything quite so good, thank you.' The innkeeper nodded and
resumed his seat.Seeing the room was at last settled, Usher gathered himself once more; ready
to begin a tale he had not prepared, yet surely knew better than any other. 'My name is Usher
Vance and this… this is my friend, Calvador Craen.' The old storyteller gazed at the small
audience of expectant faces and then settled back. 'We have both lived long and somewhat
interesting lives, a little of which I shall try to recall for you now.' He drew upon his newly lit pipe
and nodded in appreciation. 'Between us we are very likely to be far older than you may think.
Let me start at the beginning… at the end of a beautiful day… many, many years ago.'Chapter
One – The End of a DayEdging his toes closer to the lip of the cliff, Usher peered down at the
rock far below where Cal sat shivering in the lengthening shadows. If he didn't do it now, then it
wasn't going to happen… he knew that. Biting back common sense and silently cursing himself,
Usher stepped back and then committed himself to the jump that all summer he had felt
destined to make.'Cal, Cal. Watch me … Cal!'Running two steps forward he took a mighty leap,
to gain some distance from the jagged belly of the cliff, and flew, rejoicing in the sudden rush of
air as he tumbled, arms and legs waving wildly as he narrowly missed the rocky outcrop of the
cliffs that they called The Tooth. 'Caaaaaaaaaaaaaalll!'As the dark water of the lake rushed
towards him, he stole a moment of satisfaction from the shocked look on Cal's upturned face. He
just caught his cry of 'Usher…You crazy fool! Ush…' before he hit the cold water with an
explosion that drove the air from his lungs and plunged him into a world of confusion.The lake
claimed him. A roaring sound filled his ears, and he struggled to control the panic that
threatened to smother him. He gagged, and just managed to resist the impulse to draw a breath
of ice-cold water into his aching lungs. The lake filled his senses, fizzing and swirling,
smothering him as he kicked out, desperately seeking a direction for the surface with its promise
of salvation and sweet warm air. At last, where he least expected it, sunlight revealed itself,
dancing in patterns on the surface, and he kicked towards it, frantic in his need to
breathe.Slowly, very slowly, he closed in on the shimmering light, fighting the lake's reluctance to
release him from its cold embrace. After an age of effort, he broke the surface, drew a great,
gasping breath, and coughed. Then pain exploded in his hand as it struck a rock. Ignoring it, he
stretched out struggling to claw himself onto the rock until there was one glorious moment where
he relaxed and slowly brought his breathing under control.'Usher? Usher?' Cal's cry brought him



back to reality.Looking up for the first time, he drew breath to call out in response, but then saw
that he had surfaced some distance from where he had entered, and that Cal was standing with
his back to him on the opposite side of the rock. Cal was frantically peering below into the
depths of the lake, still searching for some sign of him. Very slowly, Usher climbed out and,
taking care where he placed his feet, crept across the treacherous surface.'Usher?' Cal was
shivering, standing with his bare feet searching for grip as he edged closer to the water. 'Usher?
…Hell's teeth Usher!…We never jump from the point, you crazy goat. Usher! Ush…'Moving
forward, Usher shoved him, silencing his friend's cries and sending him flying into the icy water,
arms flapping for a hold on empty air.He sat shivering and hugged his knees, and then grinned
as moments later, Cal fought to the surface coughing and spluttering.'Usher, you…!' screamed
Cal, clearly annoyed as he splashed water up at his tormentor.'Come on, Cal, stop playing
about. You'll catch your death of cold in this water. Isn't that what your mum always says?' Usher
drew his lips together and in a high-pitched voice, mimicked Cal's overbearing mother.
'Calvador, you wrap up warm and look after your sister. No swimming, climbing, hunting or
having fun of any sort, do you hear me, young man!' A stick came flying towards him and as he
sidestepped to avoid it, he slipped then stumbled, scraping his back on the rock and sliding into
the water once again. His face creased and his back arched in a spasm of pain and then the
water abruptly cut off his cry as he slid below the still surface. Cal struck out, swimming around
the rock in an effort to get to his friend as he came spluttering back to the surface. They helped
each other up onto the rock, and it was all Usher could do to mumble his thanks with his face still
reflecting the needles of pain in his back.'I think it's about time we got back,' said Cal, as he
clambered up and gathered their things. He sorted through until he found Usher's tunic and
threw it over as Usher flopped down. 'Are you all right?' Usher nodded.During the long hot days
of summer, the lake was a favourite location for everyone at the village. The women washed
clothes in it, most people chose to bathe there at least once a month, and many would use the
shallows close to the wood to cool off or play once their work was done. The cliffs however, were
a special place for the boys of the village. It was a tradition to challenge each other to climb ever
higher before leaping down into the lake's icy waters far below. This late in the year, there were
few other swimmers, especially as the chill air came in towards the end of the day. It was to be
Usher and Cal's last swim of the summer and so Usher had made the one jump that no other
boy from the village had made.They were shivering as they hurried to pull on leggings and
coarse linen tunics, exaggerating the chattering of their teeth and laughing at each other's efforts
to dress. Usher fought with the unyielding material, trying to drag it down over his growing body.
At fourteen years, he was growing fast, faster than his mother could stitch new clothes, and with
a sound that made them both stop what they were doing, the linen ripped at the neckline.'Oh,
wick!' moaned Usher. Taking a deep breath, he slowly pulled the obstinate tunic into place
before investigating the damage.'It's only come away at the stitching,' observed Cal. 'Maybe
Nineve will be able to fix it before your mother sees it.'Usher shook his head. 'Nineve might try,
but she only has eight summers. I doubt she can stitch any good yet, can she?' He didn't wait for



an answer. 'Come on, let's get going, we're losing light.'If it got too dark, the path would be
treacherous. Both boys had finished the climb after sunset on several previous occasions, and
been forced to make the last few spans in darkness, praying that they might find the next
handhold and not become stuck clinging to the cliff until daybreak.When they finally made it to
the top, the sun was touching the horizon with the last of its light shimmering across the lake in a
blinding show of colour. They sat and rested, watching entranced as the sun melted slowly
below the far tree line, turning the sky blood red and painting the edge of a solitary cloud with a
deep pink blush. Gazing upwards, they could see every shade of orange and yellow until it faded
directly above them to a green and then blue, it was a worthy display for the last day of summer.
The first few stars were already sparkling and a crescent moon sat high in the east. Far below, a
commotion drew their attention towards the centre of the lake. A raft of ducks splashing across
the smooth orange surface of the water came towards them, gaining speed in an effort to
become airborne. The sudden movement jolted the boys into action, and had them untying
slings from their waists before scrabbling around to find good rounded stones.Cal was the first to
stand ready. Whirling the sling around his head, he let fly, but then groaned as the stone missed,
startling the ducks into veering away. When Usher rose a moment later, the opportunity had
passed.They walked back towards the trees in silence. Still damp from their swim, Usher's
clothes were clinging to him. He felt a shiver run through him from the encroaching chill of the
evening air and silently wished they were already back by the warmth of the fireside.They made
it to the forest where the path became darker, the moon offering just enough light as it filtered
through the leafy canopy to see its foot-worn surface stretching ahead. The trail was familiar to
both of them.All around were the sounds of the forest, crickets, owls, frogs from the pond, and
the occasional heavier footfalls of larger animals as they crept through the undergrowth. There
were the sounds of both the hunters and the hunted. Something crashed through branches to
the side of them and they picked up the pace again, ever more eager to be back in the village to
warm up.The smell of wood-smoke from the cooking fires was the first announcement that the
village was not far ahead. It hung in the air, drifting through the trees, offering the occasional
tantalising aroma of cooking meat, and roasting vegetables. Lost for a moment in the heady
smells of the evening, they nearly didn't see what was standing in their path until it was almost
too late.Usher pulled Cal down into a crouch and clapped a hand across his mouth as a little
way ahead, the black shapes of three wolves emerged from the trees to stand in the middle of
the path, their noses held high, sorting through the unfamiliar smells around them.'They won't
attack,' Usher assured with a whisper, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt. He
remained squatting down unsure of what to do. The wolves hadn't seen them yet, but they
weren't moving away either.Wolves normally stayed clear of people, and rarely attacked,
especially at this time of year when there was still plenty of game. Their appearance this close to
the village, was unusual to say the least. As the breeze changed, the biggest wolf's head swung
towards them and bared its teeth, its eyes flashing silver in the low moonlight as it gave a low
growl.'Usher,' whispered Cal, but Usher didn't answer as he fumbled for his sling and searched



for the stone he had found earlier. Too late to take a duck, but maybe it had been meant for a
wolf instead. The wolf took a couple of steps forward as its two companions glanced across to
see what had disturbed it, and then, without warning, a fourth wolf brushed through the bushes
to join them from the darkness. Its arrival drew the attention of the others as it began licking at
the muzzle of the big leader in a show of subservience. A moment later, the big wolf growled a
stop and turned its attention back to the boys, but they had already slipped away.'Keep moving,'
Usher urged, pushing Cal on into the gloom.'Are they after us?''Well, if they're not then they will
be soon. We have to make our way around to the village. They won't dare follow us in there.'
Behind them a wolf howled, breaking the silence of the night; a second howl joined it moments
later and then a third. Abandoning all pretence at stealth, the boys set off through the darkness
with the sounds of pursuit not far behind. Branches whipped and tore at them as they ran almost
blindly; desperate for some sign of a way through the shapes and shadows that loomed ahead
of them. They stumbled on, tripping and falling over unseen bushes and bounced into trees,
holding their arms up as they tried to protect their faces.'They're catching up to us,' shouted Cal,
his voice both panicked and laboured from the exertion. 'I can hear them getting closer!''Here,
climb.' Usher grabbed his friend and pushed him towards the shadowy form of a large tree, its
branches barely visible but at least one hanging low enough to clamber up onto. Cal pulled
himself up as Usher waited impatiently. 'Hurry!' he urged, and then followed quickly, the moment
there was room. The wolves' excited cries sounded close behind as they caught sight of their
prey. Ahead of him, Cal was having trouble moving up to the next branch.'For the Spirit's sake,
hurry, they're coming!' He pushed alongside Cal in an effort to get higher and had just managed
to move up to the second branch, when there was an excited growl and then pain flared in his
leg. He screamed as the wolf bit, and held on. It didn't have a good hold, but good enough for
Usher to keep shrieking and for the wolf's huge weight to drag him back down to the branch
below. The wolf growled and began to twist and swing, its legs kicking as it tried to dislodge its
prey's hold on the tree. With another cry, Usher felt his grip on the branch slip and then felt Cal's
hand seize his arm.'Pull yourself up… quick!''I can't…' he let out another scream, his breath
coming in sobs and gasps as he struggled to hold on. 'It's got me, Cal. I can't…''Kick it!' yelled
Cal, desperately trying to haul his friend to safety. There were several jerks as Usher kicked with
his free leg and the wolf swung. Then came a high-pitched yelp as he managed to land a solid
kick on the wolf's snout and it dropped away whining.In the darkness, Usher scuttled up out of
reach. He couldn't tell how badly he was hurt, but could feel that his leggings were torn and
when he glanced down, could see a dark stain of sticky, wet blood, flowing down his leg. Below
them, the wolves scrabbled at the tree in frustration, whimpering and occasionally growling
softly.'We have to get higher,' urged Usher, feeling above for another branch. They made their
way upwards and as they did, the leaves thinned, the light improving slightly, and in the highest
branches with the tree swaying under their weight, the night sky finally opened up to them. They
could see the village. Too far away to call for help but still not much more than a stone's throw
distant. People were strolling about and the glow of cooking fires cast a warm light between the



huts where chickens pecked at the ground and a goat was calling plaintively for its kid; it all
looked so inviting.Usher shivered and tried to get more comfortable. 'We might be here for a
while. I think those wolves are still down there.' He peered below through the shadows. There
was nothing to see in the darkness, but he could still sense the movements. He glanced across
at Cal. 'Thanks for helping me. If you hadn't pulled me up, that wolf would have gotten me for
sure.'Cal smiled at him and nodded, then stared into the village. Old Jonkey, the hunter, had
finished his day and was coming home on the southern path. His bow was over his shoulder, a
string of three fat ducks hung at his side. His hunting dog, an old flea-bitten hound that had long
seen its better years accompanied him, its tongue lolling happily. The pair stopped to talk to
someone the boys couldn't see and Jonkey handed over one of the ducks in exchange for a
reed basket of vegetables.'Jonkey!' shouted first Cal, and then Usher, trying to get the old
hunter's attention. 'Jonkey, up here… Jonkey!' but the old man didn't as much as glance in their
direction. With the various noises coming from closer in the village, it was obvious he couldn't
hear them. They watched for a while as he chatted, then saw him turn abruptly as something
caught his attention, then something strange happened. He dropped the ducks to the ground,
brought up his bow and shot an arrow into the darkness of the trees. A moment later, as he was
stringing another arrow, he fell to the ground clutching at his stomach with the old hound
standing over him, hackles raised, barking angrily into the darkness.Usher and Cal gazed
transfixed as shadowy figures began to creep out of the forest into the light of the nearest fires.
Warriors wearing rough leather kilts and loose-fitting shawls, their faces shadowed in a
distinctive way that every village boy knew from fireside accounts to be painted blue.'They're
Picts,' hissed Usher, through clenched teeth, 'but they're meant to be way up in the north, what
are they doing here in the village, so far south?'The Picts began moving amongst the huts,
breaking the calm of the night with howling war cries as, realising there were few warriors ready
to confront them, they threw burning torches onto thatched roofs, driving the confused
occupants shrieking outside, where they cut them down without thought or mercy. The fires
spread quickly and the screams of the terrified villagers rose to join with the bloodlust-howls of
the attacking warriors. It quickly deteriorated into a scene from some awful fevered
nightmare.'We have to get down there,' cried Cal, hysteria edging his voice. 'Those are our
families!' He glanced below into the darkness, trying to decide if the wolves had gone but
sounds of movement frustrated any question of descent. He grabbed at Usher's arm and began
to sob.'Usher, why are Picts attacking into the Weald? Surely, there must be a Roman villa to
sack. Why an Iceni village? We have nothing!'To sit in the tree, only able to watch their friends
and family driven from their huts and murdered, was more than the boys could bear, but bear it
they had to, as below them the wolves began to howl, confirming they were still trapped.They
watched as a young woman ran from a burning hut, her hair smoking from the intense heat, a
baby clutched to her chest wrapped in a soft woollen fold. The woman was screaming
hysterically, her baby wailing at being torn so rudely from its crib. As she ran, trying to find
escape between the huts, two Picts saw her and gave chase. Catching up quickly they danced



around her, hooting with glee as she continued to shriek, seeking desperately for some way to
escape. With her baby clutched tightly, she kicked out, catching one of the Picts a glancing blow
to the leg, which only increased their delight, then she tried to dash past. The closest Pict caught
and spun her round. Both were shrieking, the woman in fear for her baby, which flew from her
arms, and the Pict in excitement for the sport. Without warning, a spear took the Pict holding her
throwing him back in a spray of blood. As he fell, the woman scrambled for her baby, picked it up,
and dashed out of sight. The second Pict ignored the woman and ran towards the attackers that
neither Usher nor Cal could see.The round thatched huts of the village were burning fiercely
now, flames and glowing embers clawing up at the cold night sky, dancing like great fire spirits
celebrating their release from the depths of the earth to writhe in this orgy of madness. The roar
of the blaze swept through the village moving from hut to hut, and then it began to spread into
parts of the surrounding forest, illuminating every detail of the massacre and the warriors that
delivered it.Tears slid down Usher's cheeks, blurring his vision, but he wiped them away with a
desperate need to witness every detail. The image of the Picts, screaming in an ecstasy of
bloodletting as they chased down each fleeing villager would be, forever imprinted upon his
mind.A central figure directed the violence with a calm detached air from the back of a horse,
almost as if he were overseeing the summer harvest rather than the annihilation of a people. He
was dressed differently from the others, in black leather with a dark fur cloak draped across his
shoulders. The horse tossed its head and one of its forelegs scrapped at the ground as if bored
while the rider regarded the carnage around him through the protection of a conical helmet with
burnished side plates and nasal guard.Cal noticed him first and quickly pointed him out to Usher.
They screamed out threats and curses, but of course, the rider couldn't hear anything above the
noise of the slaughter surrounding him. After a while, they stopped and lapsed into an angry
silence, watching as the warrior took the nose guard and lifted his helmet in one swift motion to
consider the activity about him. It gave them their first opportunity to look upon the face of their
enemy.'Remember that face. He is the man doing all this,' muttered Cal.'Remember, him? I
doubt I shall ever be able to forget him,' hissed back Usher.Everything about the rider appeared
black. He had long black hair, gathered at the side of his head in a warriors' knot, and eyes that
were merely dark hollows within the shadows of his skull. More black hair grew upon his upper
lip that he now stroked and teased while directing his men at their deadly harvest. Even the
rider's horse was black, and appeared blessed by the same disregard for mindless violence as
its master. It stood unflinching while flames licked close to its haunches.Turning in the saddle,
the rider snapped out an order in the strange Pict tongue, directing three warriors towards the
west of the village where he had seen something. To the observers in the tree it appeared he
would not be satisfied until the whole village had been destroyed, his Picts working like a pack of
dogs, picking off each running figure as they fled for the trees. Each figure a person that was a
friend, neighbour or family member to Usher and Cal.The largest beams of the huts began to
give way. Loud cracks and crashes rendered the air, sending embers and sparks high into the
night sky in great sparkling clouds as what was left of the roofs collapsed and the walls caved



in.Then in one glorious moment, the boy's spirits rose as three village men and one of the
women came into view swinging swords and spears before them. As a group, they began
beating back several of the attackers, however, the stand was short-lived. When the rider in the
centre saw the threat, he simply directed more men to come in and attack the defenders from
behind and they were swiftly overwhelmed and butchered.The longhouse was now the only
building still standing. It was the largest hut, the meeting hall of the village council, and the home
of Elder Borin Torney. Its thatch was still blazing fiercely, and parts had dropped down setting the
interior alight, the flames reaching out through the small shuttered windows and past Borin who
now lay dead in the open doorway.The Picts gathered around their leader's horse and roared
their approval as the great central beam of the house finally gave way and the whole building
collapsed in on itself.Their task complete, the black warrior turned his horse and led his party out
of the village by the southern path, herding a small group of wailing children ahead of them,
leaving only the smoking deathly remains of the empty village to the spirits of the night.The boys
watched as the group strode out of sight. They heard their laughter echo through the forest as
the Picts celebrated their venture, not realising they had left the cold heart of vengeance behind
them seething in the heights of an old oak tree.The remainder of their night passed sitting in
silence; cold, uncomfortable and deeply shocked by what they had witnessed. Tears of sorrow,
frustration and a deep sadness aided their survival, coupled with a burning anger and need for
revenge.Tentatively lowering themselves from the tree in the pre-dawn glow, they were relieved
to find that the wolves had gone and they were able to push through the trees and find the
path.Walking into the village was like re-entering a nightmare. As dawn first painted the sky to
the east with fingers of orange light, Usher and Calvador sought out the burnt husks of their
family homes and wept.A few barely recognisable family possessions were scattered amongst
the smouldering ashes, things that by some turn of fate, had not burned. Blackened, trodden into
the dirt and ash of the path, were items of clothing, some pots, and the remains of the harvest
spirit Usher's mother had made from twisted barley stalks. She had made it several weeks prior,
twisting the stalks into the shape of a man-spirit with barley heads as hair and then hung it by the
entrance to their hut in celebration of a good harvest. Many of the villagers had commented
about how fine it was and Usher remembered his mother's pride, now it lay broken and trodden
into the blackened ground.Tears streamed down Usher's face as he gazed upon the desolation,
his mind still unable to really grasp that this was once the home he had grown up in and that his
mother and father were no more. Unable to find their bodies, and unwilling to search too far, he
gathered a few things into his bag and, still walking in somewhat of a daze, went in search of
Cal.He found him kneeling with his back to him in the ruins of his former home. His shoulders
were moving and although silent, Usher could tell he was sobbing. He was staring at the remains
of the fire as it still burnt in what would have been the middle of the house with two blackened
bodies lying close together at its centre. They must have been Cal's parents but were
unrecognisable as anything once human. Usher laid a hand on his friend's shoulder.'Come
away, Cal. We'll get whoever did this, even if it takes forever. We'll find them all and make them



pay.'Cal's hand covered Usher's as he fought to bring his tears under control. 'I don't see
Nineve's body, maybe she was one of the children they took with them. There were several,
remember? We have to go after them.' He climbed to his feet and angrily wiped the tears from
his eyes. 'Why, Usher? Why would anyone come up here and…' he looked around, unable to
finish. Usher shook his head, finding no other response.They picked their way through the
village in silence, their minds numb, unable to comprehend what their eyes were telling them. In
a half-hearted effort to do something, they collected a few things that they felt might be useful
and called out in the hope that someone had survived the madness and would come running out
from the woods, but their cries went unanswered by the cold darkness between the trees.Picking
up the trail of the warrior band, they headed south. Two boys consumed with thoughts of
revenge, and the need to know why their world had shattered and burned.* * *The storyteller
coughed and reached for the pewter mug at his side, then glanced across at the tear-streaked
face of Calvador Craen. His friend was still lost in the past, back at that burnt-out village, so far
away and so long ago, with the flames from that fire still flickering in his eyes after all these years.
Usher felt a shiver as the memories of that day crowded his mind. He leaned forward and placed
a hand on his friend's knee. 'Are you all right, Cal?'Cal turned his head as if waking from a
dream. 'Why does it all seem like yesterday? Why can I still hear the wolves and see our village
dying?' He shook his head in wonder. 'And why can I never get that stink out of my nose?' Taking
a deep breath, he waved Usher to continue, and then resting his elbows on the arms of the chair
and his chin on his hands, he returned to watching the fire.Usher Vance took a fleeting look
around the room at the silent faces, and then continued.Chapter Two – A New DawnA soft warm
light filtered through the trees, blessing the morning mist with an ethereal quality as the
woodland birds welcomed the dawn with their chorus of celebration. It was cold. A breeze
rustled through the leaves overhead, whispering a promise of rain later in the day, but for now,
dawn had brought a sunrise. Down on the path, two boys plodded onwards, noticing little of the
new day awakening as they dragged along confusion, despair and tired minds in an exhausted
daze.The tracks weren't hard to follow. The Picts travelled the main path without any fear of
pursuit and had made their way through the woods and on into the lowlands; brazenly marking
the trail with items they had looted, inspected and finally discarded. Each item serving as a
stabbing reminder to the boys of the horrors visited the night before.'What are we going to do if
we catch up with them?' Cal asked. He kicked a stone and it bounced along the dry rutted path.
It was the first thing either of them had said in some time and it brought Usher up with a
start.'What?' Usher's mind had been unconsciously reliving the terrible scenes of the previous
night, leaving his feet to find their own direction as he tried to ignore the pain in his leg from the
wolf bite. The wound wasn't too bad, they had managed to clean it in a stream and had bound it
in torn cloth, but it still hurt and made him limp. He glanced about, surprised to find they had
passed through the meadows and low brook and had now re-entered the woods.He turned to
look at Cal. 'It's when we catch up with them, not if and I'm not going to forget what the horseman
looked like, and when we catch up with him…' he stopped for a moment, wondering what they



would actually do when they caught up with the Picts. Neither of them had killed anything bigger
than a deer, and they hadn't done that many times.'We're not warriors,' broke in Cal. 'We can't
fight those Picts, even if we do catch up with them.' He slumped down at the side of the path and
lay back in a clump of bracken. 'What are we going to do?'Usher looked down at his friend's
face, and saw misery and fear staring back at him.'We have each other, Cal, and when we catch
up with the Picts we're going to find Nineve, and maybe some others from the village, and then…
then we're going to get them to safety, somehow. After that… I don't know. We'll have to trust in
the spirits and see what they offer us.'They continued to walk until late afternoon, emerging once
again from the trees of the Weald, the great rambling forest that stretched across the width of
Britain. They must have been walking uphill for some time because the view that presented itself
as they passed through the last few elm and beech trees was from high on a hill and
breathtaking in the afternoon light. Grassland spread across a valley in a pattern of hedged
cultivated fields, appearing before them like some huge sleeping-mat thrown down by a giant of
legend. It wasn't a site they had seen before. The small fields planted by their village had been
hard won from the forest and nothing compared to the scale of this area of sectioned and
worked land. Usher took it all in, studying the small communities that dotted the valley. A Roman
road ran straight and true from one end to the other, and smaller, local paths snaked between
the settlements. He studied the road and surrounding land, eager for any sight of the Pict
raiders, but could see little movement of any kind, and certainly no column of marching warriors.
For Cal's sake, he suppressed his feelings of disappointment.What looked like a Roman villa
was dominating the far end of the valley and the closest settlement of tribal huts was just a short
walk further down the path. Smoke trailed up from a group of familiar round dwellings and they
could just make out a few cows grazing, with chickens pecking the ground round their legs. By
the largest building was an old man was chopping wood, a halo of long grey hair billowing in the
breeze as he raised and dropped his axe. The sound of each strike only reaching them up the
hill as the axe lifted to the top of each stroke. With a sigh, they shouldered their packs and
walked down into the valley.The path from the forest was well trodden and led directly past the
nearest settlement. It was only as they got closer that someone noticed them. 'Get away, leave
my chickens alone!' The cries of a woman broke through the calm of the day as they neared the
first hut. She was running towards them with skirts flying, bringing the boys up short, confused
as to why she was screaming at them. A clod of mud landed close to Cal and they watched in
amazement as she stooped to gather more stones and lumps of mud to throw at them.'We're not
after your chickens,' called Usher. Refusing to be intimidated, he turned to Cal. 'Maybe we
should just move on, she doesn't seem too happy to see us.' The woman stopped running and
began pelting them with anything she could lay her hands on. Finally, a stone hit Cal on the leg
and he gave a cry.'She's mad!' he yelled, clutching at his leg, but before they could either run or
stop her from throwing anything else, another figure joined the exchange.'You're not really after
them chickens now, are you, boys?' The old woodcutter came out from between the huts and the
woman halted her attack. Long past his fortieth summer, the man was breathing heavily and



sweating from the exertion of chopping wood. The woman dropped her rocks to the floor and
with a scowl towards Usher and Cal, she moved back to her chickens, apparently satisfied that
another was dealing with the threat. Usher shifted his pack on his shoulder and tried to decide
whether they should just turn and run, but then swallowed nervously, as he realised that running
from the drawn bow that the old man was now holding wasn't really an option. It was no ordinary
rough hunting bow either. Its dark wood gleamed in the warm afternoon light, hinting at a
weapon built for more than merely hunting deer. Staring at the tip of the arrow aimed towards
him, Usher decided he was as close to death as he had ever been. The old archer gradually
eased the pressure off the bow; the hemp string singing softly as the strain released and the
arrow pointed to the ground. With a hiss, Usher let go of the breath that he hadn't realised he
had been holding.'Well, you don't look much like raiders.' A slow grin crept across the man's
grubby face. He was old, but not as old as they had first thought. The long grey hair had been
hastily tied back from a heavily lined face; bushy eyebrows were exposed, drooping down over
dark eyes that appeared to lay all the man's inner feelings bare. From scarcely restrained
violence a moment before, they now reflected amusement. 'I see you wear Iceni colours, but
you're not from round these parts, so where are you from?' He scanned the surrounding
hedgerows and, seeing no others ready to pounce, unstrung the bow with a smooth practised
motion.'North ways,' said Usher, finding his voice and waving back towards the woods. 'We were
just passing, we didn't mean any harm.' This brought another smile to the archer's face.'I believe
you didn't, boys. The name's, Meryn Link, and that over there,' he pointed towards the woman
who was now crouched back down clucking at her chickens, 'that's my neighbour, Bretta. She
don't mean no harm neither, just loves them chickens, is all. This has been a busy road over the
last few weeks, an' any party of raiders that comes past here has seen fit to take a few of them
chickens. Reckon she's just about had enough.' He gave a chuckle. 'Not the brightest of flames
is Bretta, but she means well. Anyhow, tis late in the day and I can at least offer you shelter for
the night, if you want it that is. I try to keep a traditional hearth of welcome in my home; an' if truth
be told, I could do with the company. So please, be welcome.' He waved them towards the
biggest of the huts then set off with the boys trailing behind.When they entered, the hut was
dark, warm, and clean, smelling of the fresh hay strewn across the floor and the smoke rising
lazily from the low fire in the centre. It immediately reminded the boys of home and each choked
back a momentary reminder of their loss. Meryn dropped some chopped wood onto the fire and
it was soon crackling merrily, the glowing embers and flames bringing light into the dark space,
showing few possessions, but a neat and tidy home. The boys slumped down and watched
dreamily as the smoke rose, curling towards the thatched roof before escaping through the
centre hole of the thatch of cut rushes. Usher hadn't realised until entering the warmth how
utterly exhausted he was. The last day and a night without sleep had all but drained him of
energy.'Please… we're tracking a group of Picts, led by a horseman,' said Usher, rousing
himself. 'They…'
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Leonard T, “5 Spellbinding stars for this one! *****. Perhaps one of the most popular legends
ever told is that of King Arthur. It has been portrayed in books, comics, plays, and countless
feature films. Full of striking characters, heroism and magical acts, the tale of King Arthur has
captivated and engrossed people for ages. However, have you ever wondered how the legend
of King Arthur came to be? What was the background, and inspiration which led to names such
as Arthur and Merlin becoming so beloved and recognizable? Enter Shadowland: A Tale from
the Dark Ages, by C.M. Gray. All fans of historical fiction and fantasy will absolutely love this tale
of bravery, heroism and the rise of King Arthur!The novel takes place in the dark ages at a time
when the Romans had recently deserted the land we now know as Britain. The departure of
their rule left chaos, violence, and a struggle for control of the area by various tribes. It also saw
an invasion by the Saxons take place and a growing desperation for a Briton leader to emerge.
This is the setting as we are introduced to a youth by the name of Usher. After his village is
destroyed and his parents murdered, Usher and his friend Cal pursue the invaders hoping to
save the hostages who were abducted, which included Cal’s sister. Along their travels they meet
and befriend a warrior by the name of Meryn. Will this trio manage to save the hostages and
exact vengeance? Or is there much more at play here than meets the eye??? As always, I
strive to review books without giving away too much of the plot, so suffice it to say that the trio
will encounter adventure, magic and tragedy… and that things are not always as they seem!
While the plot of this story is action packed and engaging, it is also very cleverly delivered as a
narrative by two old storytellers by the name of Usher Vance and Calvador Craen (ring a bell?)
Such a method allows the readers to have access to the story events from multiple perspectives
which in turn generates a high level of interest and engagement with the tale. Using this format,
the author is able to reveal bits and pieces of key information as the plot steadily unfolds. This
ensures that a high level of ongoing suspense and curiosity remains piqued. When you add the
noble and identifiable power of friendship theme to the mix, you have a truly magical tale.
Storytelling at its finest!Character development is another key element in any work of fiction.
C.M. Gray once again hits the mark with the characters in this novel. They are all shown to have
many strengths and weaknesses and experience remarkable growth throughout the tale. The
characters are not portrayed as lofty and impeccable beings. They all have hopes and dreams
as well as fears and self-doubt. This not only makes them quite believable as characters, but
very identifiable to the average reader as well. For instance, the growth of Usher and Cal from
young, gullible boys stuck in a tree, to warriors in their own right, is entirely plausible due to their
ongoing evolution in the story. It happens relatively quickly, but having access to their innermost
thoughts and fears makes it entirely identifiable and believable.There can be little doubt that
when we are dealing with historical fiction, setting is critical. Whether there are numerous
components of fantasy or not, the time and place must be authentic and genuine. One would be
amiss to overlook the awesome job that Gray does in depicting the setting in Shadowland. He is



able to aptly describe the setting in such a way that it can easily be visualized and appreciated,
but not lose the reader’s interest at the same time. A very delicate balance! To turn the written
word into pictures is a tricky business. It is also historically accurate in regards to the time era.
This was actually an age of great transition and turmoil. It truly was a Shadowland. This dark
and dangerous setting runs throughout the novel, and makes for a wonderful balance against
the theme of love, loyalty and friendship. Also, by presenting the story as a narrative delivered
by two old storytellers, we were able to be transported through time in a very convincing
way.There is very little hesitation for me to recommend this book for a Young Adult and up
audience. I found it to be a riveting and clever novel which puts an entirely satisfying spin on a
key legend. The author weaves his craft throughout the story in such a way that the reader is
mercifully granted respite from their current reality and delivered into an age of magical and
enchanting adventure.”

Bookcollecter, “Fantastc read. The subject matter drew me to this book. I’m a huge fan of Arthur,
the legend, the myth, the father of Britain. I’ve seen just about every Arthur movie and read
countless books dealing with this fantastic tale, but, in all honesty I’ve rarely been this
captivated.Shadowland is atmospheric from the word go. An old man sits by the fire, pipe in
mouth and tells a tale of long ago in a dark, suspenseful period with Saxons, druids, Merlin and
Arthur, king of the Britons.It’s an innovative story with wonderful characters and with a great
sense of place and time. The author’s talent for throwing in a twist and turn when least expected,
made me want to get to the next page and the next. It was engaging throughout; one of those
books that I didn’t want to put down until I’d reached the last page.This was one of the best
Arthurian stories I’ve read. I highly recommend it.”

Pamela Foley, “A WELL-WRITTEN STORY. I really liked this story. It caught my attention from
the very beginning as Usher Vance, the old storyteller, started spinning his tale. What he didn’t
realize, the story would end up being about him. I love the fact Gray strung the plot out,
revealing bits and pieces the further we got into the story. No one was as they seemed.The
characters were well-developed, along with the story. I couldn’t wait to see what happened
next. The plot, for the most part, was well-paced. I did think it bogged down in the middle with
all the battles, but they were necessary for the advancement of the plot. I never thought about
fighting from chariots before, or the logistics of using them to tear through the wall of defending
soldiers. At times, I felt I was in the chariot with Uther and Samel as they chased down Horsa. I
could see the piles of dead and dying, as the chariot and horses leapt and weaved their around
around or over them. As I’m writing this review, a week and half later, the images still seem fresh
in my mind. Very well done.If you’re looking for an alternative spin on the Arthurian story, you’ll
want to read this story.  I give it 5 feathers.”

Sashadoo, “A superb magical, mystery tour of the Arthurian legend. C. M. Gray has produced



wonderful, enthralling tale, based on the Arthurian legend. I did little else for four days than read
this captivating page-Turner. All the well worn names are here, Arthur, Uther Pendragon, The
Lady of the Lake and of course, Merlin, though not, perhaps in the way you might expect to find
them.There are battles aplenty as young Uther seeks to join the tribes of Britons together to
defeat the invading Saxon hoarders. The author captures the blood and guts fury of those
battles perfectly. Above all, he has managed to make these fictional(?) characters as real as it is
possible to do within the confines of words in the pages of a book.If you love tales of sword and
sorcery I can do no more than recommend Shadowland to you with a resounding five stars. I'd
give it more if I could.”

J.R. Bournville, “Wonderful tale of times in Medieval England. Narrated by an elderly Usher
Vance as the story of his life’s memories on Mid-winter’s night, Shadowland is a tale from the
medieval British Isles, of a time before Arthur’s ascent to the throne, between the retreat of the
Roman occupation and the invasion by the Saxon armies.Usher and his best friend Calvador are
returning to their village late one evening as the sun dips down below the horizon. As they near
their village, three wolves move in to attack, forcing the pair to flee up a nearby tree and wait for
an opportunity to escape.From the top-most branches, they watch helplessly as a band of Picts,
lead by a horseman garbed entirely in black, ransack their home; the adults are butchered, the
buildings burnt to the ground and the children taken captive. Overcome with grief at watching as
their home is torn apart, Cal’s only thought is to rescue his younger sister; one of the Picts’ new
prisoners.Accepting that boyhood is now behind them, along with any pretence of innocence,
they set off into the countryside to track the raiding party. Fortuitously, they are not alone for long,
as they meet a man on the road, Meryn. He empathises with the boys and takes them into his
care, accompanying Cal and Usher in their search, while teaching them how to fight – a
necessary skill if they hope to rescue Cal’s sister.From a simple goal of saving an innocent
young girl, these two boys and their mentor go on to play far larger and more important roles in
the developing Britain than any would have guessed.The inclusion of Druids in Shadowland is
done tastefully and with great respect to the ancient religion. Druids, and their magic, are very
much a part of British history of that time, and it is refreshing to read of them in such a naturally
flowing book.Shadowland builds an excellent background to the legends of King Arthur,
Camelot, and Excalibur that anyone interested in Medieval England would already know so well.I
found this book very enjoyable and the narrative switches between ‘now’, in the hall retelling the
memories and ‘then’, as a younger man in the midst of the action were well executed and easy
to follow, giving the story more power and a greater depth.”

LikkleNitty, “Really enjoyed the twists and turns!. The story starts in an inn, where villagers have
gathered around to listen to the story of an old man as is tradition. The old man tells a story
about two teenage boys who suddenly find themselves orphaned, and have no choice but to go
after the people that destroyed their homes and their lives. They meet a stranger who help them



along the way and train them to be warriors.After a few chapters, you feel like you know the
characters well, then all of a sudden, Gray hits you between the eyes with a sudden character
epiphany. It was very cleverly done, I applaud Gray for this!This book has twists and turns and
surprises a-plenty; there's never a dull moment and I admit I loved every second of it! The last
chapter gave me goose-bumps and made me feel quite sad that the adventure was over.My only
criticism is that in the latter half of the book, time seems to go by quite quickly but there's no
mention of how much time has passed between major events. I got the impression of about 6-7
years but I couldn't be sure. In the last chapter, I gather that it's in terms of decades.I've really
enjoyed Gray's writing style so I'm also trying out his other book, "The Flight of the Griffin".”

A Thorne, “One of the best mistakes I ever made. I bought this book by mistake, as I was looking
for another book of a similar title but I'm so glad I did. I have read many re-writes of the Arthurian
legends all representing the story from different perspectives. However, I loved reading this one
and couldn't put it down. The story of Uther Pendragon, Arthurs father was familiar to me but this
book really gives him some shape and character. Also I loved the way the story is told in the
manner that stories would have been told in years gone by - in an alehouse to an expectant
crowd of villagers gathered around an open fire on a wild and windy night. This is how all stories
should be told. This story nicely mixes both the gritty and earthly aspects of the time with the
ethereal that you would expect from an Arthurian legend giving it a sense of plausibility. Brilliant!!”

tricoancilate, “A scratchy tale from long ago.. The story starts with two young lads enjoying a free
afternoon swimming and jumping into a local lake around the time of the end of the Roman
occupation of Britain.The reader is then taken on a wild ride involving shape changers, magic
swords druids and prophesy.As a fantasy tale it holds its own and can be an enjoyable ,if
incredulous, read.For me,it lacks the flavour of history, there is not enough detail about the lives
of ordinary folk to benchmark the struggle to repel savage invaders from across the sea.I gave it
a four star rating because I think it would appeal to young adults.say from 14 to 17 year olds.I
think the author shows great promise and I would certainly look out for more books by him,”

The book by C.M. Gray has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 390 people have provided feedback.
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