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PART ONE
The Fires of Mai Dun

W omen, how they do haunt thistale. When | began writing Arthur’ sstory | thought it would be atae

of men; achronicle of swords and spears, of battles won and frontiers made, of ruined treaties and
broken kings, for isthat not how history itself istold? When we recite the genealogy of our kingswe do
not name their mothers and grandmothers, but say Mordred ap Mordred ap Uther ap Kustennin ap
Kynnar and so on al the way back to the great Beli Mawr who isthe father of usall. History isa story
told by men and of men’smaking, but in thistale of Arthur, like the glimmer of sdmon in peat-dark
water, the women do shine.

Men do make history, and | cannot deny that it was men who brought Britain low. There were
hundreds of us, and al of uswere armed in leather and iron, and hung with shield and sword and spear,
and we thought Britain lay a our command for we were warriors, but it took both aman and awoman to
bring Britain low, and of the two it was the woman who did the greater damage. She made one curse and
an army died, and thisisher tale now for she was Arthur’ s enemy.

‘Who? Igrainewill demand when shereadsthis.

Igraineis my Queen. Sheis pregnant, athing that givesusal gresat joy. Her husband is King Brochvadl
of Powys, and | now live under his protection in the small monastery of Dinnewrac where | write
Arthur’ sgtory. | write at the command of Queen Igraine, who is too young to have known the Emperor.
That iswhat we called Arthur, the Emperor, Amherawdr inthe British tongue, though Arthur himsdlf
rarely used thetitle. | write in the Saxon tongue, for | am a Saxon, and because Bishop Sansum, the saint
who rules our smal community a Dinnewrac, would never dlow meto write Arthur’ stale. Sansum hates
Arthur, reviles hismemory and callshim traitor, and so Igraine and | havetold the saint that | am writing a
gospdl of our Lord Jesus Christ in the Saxon tongue and, because Sansum neither speaks Saxon nor can
read any language, the deception has seen the tale safe thisfar.

Thetale grows darker now and harder to tell. Sometimes, when | think of my beloved Arthur, | see his
noontime as a sun-bright day, yet how quickly the clouds came! Later, aswe shall see, the clouds parted
and the sun mellowed his landscape once more, but then came the night and we have not seen the sun
snce

It was Guinevere who darkened the noonday sun. It happened during the rebellion when Lancelot,
whom Arthur had thought afriend, tried to usurp the throne of Dumnonia. He was helped in this by the
Chrigtians who had been deceived by their leaders, Bishop Sansum among them, into believing that it was
their holy duty to scour the country of pagans and so prepare theidand of Britain for the second coming
of the Lord Jesus Christ in the year 500. Lancelot was also helped by the Saxon King Cerdic who
launched aterrifying attack along the valley of the Thamesin an attempt to divide Britain. If the Saxons
had reached the Severn Sea then the British kingdoms of the north would have been cut off from those of
the south, yet, by the grace of the Gods, we defested not only Lancelot and his Christian rabble, but
Cerdic dso. But in the defeat Arthur discovered Guinevere' streachery. He found her naked in another
man’sarms, and it was as though the sun had vanished from his sky.



‘| don't redly understand,” Igraine said to me one day in late summer.
‘What, dear Lady, do you not understand? | asked.

‘ Arthur loved Guinevere, yes?

‘Hedid’

‘So why could he not forgive her? | forgave Brochvael over Nwylle” Nwylle had been Brochvad's
lover, but she had contracted a disease of the skin which had disfigured her beauty. | suspect, but have
never asked, that Igraine used a charm to bring the disease to her riva. My Queen might call hersdf a
Chrigtian, but Chrigtianity isnot areligion that offers the solace of revengeto its adherents. For that you
must go to the old women who know which herbsto pluck and what charmsto say under awaning
moon.

“You forgave Brochvad,’ | agreed, ‘but would Brochvael have forgiven you?
She shuddered. * Of course not! He' d have burned me dive, but that’ sthe law.’

‘ Arthur could have burned Guinevere,’ | said, ‘and there were plenty of men who advised him to do
just that, but he did love her, he loved her passionatdly, and that was why he could neither kill her nor
forgive her. Not at firgt, anyway.’

‘Then hewasafool!’” Igraine said. Sheisvery young and hasthe glorious certainty of the young.

‘Hewas very proud,” | said, and maybe that did make Arthur afool, but so it did the rest of us. |
paused, thinking. * He wanted many things,’ | went on, ‘ he wanted afree Britain and the Saxons
defeated, but in his soul he wanted Guinevere' s constant reassurance that he was agood man. And when
she dept with Lancelot it proved to Arthur that he was the lesser man. It wasn't true, of course, but it
hurt him. How it hurt. | have never seen aman o hurt. Shetore his heart.’

‘So heimprisoned her? Igraine asked me.

‘Heimprisoned her,’ | said, and remembered how | had been forced to take Guinevere to the shrine
of the Holy Thorn a Y nys Wydryn where Arthur’ s sister, Morgan, became her jailer. There was never
any affection between Guinevere and Morgan. One was a pagan, the other a Christian, and the day |
locked Guinevere into the shrine's compound was one of the few times | ever saw her weep. * She will
stay there,” Arthur told me, ‘till the day she dies’

‘Men arefools,” Igraine declared, then gave me asideong glance. ‘ Were you ever unfaithful to
Ceanwyn?

‘No,” | answered truthfully.
‘Did you ever want to be?

‘Oh, yes. Lust does not vanish with happiness, Lady. Besides, what merit istherein fiddity if itis
never tested?

“Y ou think thereis merit infiddity? she asked, and | wondered which young, handsome warrior in her
husband' s caer had taken her eye. Her pregnancy would prevent any nonsense for the moment, but |
feared what might happen after. Maybe nothing.

| smiled. ‘“Wewant fiddlity in our lovers, Lady, soisit not obviousthat they want it in us? Fiddlity isa



gift we offer to those we love. Arthur gave it to Guinevere, but she could not return it. She wanted
something different.’

‘Which was?

‘Glory, and he was ever averseto glory. He achieved it, but he would not revel init. She wanted an
escort of athousand horsemen, bright bannersto fly above her and the whole idand of Britain prostrate
beneath her. And all he ever wanted was justice and good harvests.’

‘And afree Britain and the Saxons defeated,’ Igraine reminded medrily.

‘Thosetoo,” | acknowledged, ‘ and he wanted one other thing. He wanted that thing morethan dl the
others.” | smiled, remembering, and then thought that perhaps of al Arthur’ sambitions, thislast wasthe
one hefound mogt difficult to achieve and the one that the few of uswho were hisfriends never truly
believed he wanted.

‘Goon, Igraine said, suspecting that | wasfalling into adoze.

‘He just wanted apiece of land,’ | said, ‘ahall, some cattle, a smithy of his own. He wanted to be
ordinary. He wanted other men to look after Britain while he sought happiness.’

‘And he never found it? Igraine asked.

‘Hefound it,” | assured her, but not in that summer after Lancelot’ srebdlion. It was asummer of
blood, a season of retribution, atime when Arthur hammered Dumnoniainto asurly submisson.

Lancelot had fled southwardsto hisland of the Belgae. Arthur would dearly have loved to pursue him,
but Cerdic’ s Saxon invaders were now the greater danger. They had advanced asfar as Corinium by the
rebellion’ s end, and might even have captured that city had the Gods not sent a plague to ravage their
army. Men's bowel s voided unstoppably, they vomited blood, they were weakened until they could not
stand, and it was when the plague was at itsworst that Arthur’ sforces struck them. Cerdic tried to rally
his men, but the Saxons believed their Gods had deserted them and so they fled. ‘But they’ll be back,’
Arthur told me when we stood among the bloody remnants of Cerdic’s defeated rearguard.  Next
goring,’” he said, ‘they will be back.” He cleaned Excalibur’ s blade on his blood-stained cloak and did her
into the scabbard. He had grown abeard and it was grey. It made him look older, much older, while the
pain of Guinevere sbetraya had made hislong face gaunt, so that men who had never met Arthur until
that summer found his appearance fearsome and he did nothing to soften that impression. He had ever
been apatient man, but now hisanger lay very closeto the skinand it could erupt at the smallest
provocetion.

It was asummer of blood, a season of retribution, and Guinevere' sfate was to be locked away in
Morgan’s shrine. Arthur had condemned hiswifeto aliving grave and his guards were ordered to keep
her there for ever. Guinevere, a Princess of the Henis-Wyren, was gone from the world.

‘Don’'t be absurd, Derfel,” Merlin snapped at me aweek later, ‘she'll be out of therein two years! One,
probably. If Arthur wanted her gone from hislife he'd have put her to the flames, which iswhat he should
have done. There' s nothing like agood burning for improving awoman’s behaviour, but it'sno usetelling
Arthur that. The hdfwit' sin lovewith her! And heisahdfwit. Think about it! Lancelot dive, Mordred
dive, Cardic diveand Guineveredive! If asoul wantsto livefor ever inthisworld it ssemslikeavery
good ideato become an enemy of Arthur. | am aswell as can be expected, thank you for asking.” ‘I did
ask you exlier,’ | said patiently, ‘and you ignored me.’



‘It smy hearing, Derfel. Quite gone.” He banged an ear. ‘ Deaf as abucket. It' sage, Derfel, sheer old
age. | decay vishly.’

He did nothing of the sort. He looked better now than he had for along time and his hearing, | am
sure, was as acute as his sight - and that, despite his eighty or more years, was till as sharp asahawk’s.
Merlin did not decay but seemed to have anew energy, one brought to him by the Treasures of Britain.
Those thirteen Treasures were old, old as Britain, and for centuriesthey had been lost, but Merlin had at
last succeeded in finding them. The power of the Treasures was to summon the ancient Gods back to
Britain, apower that had never been tested, but now, in the year of Dumnonia sturmoil, Merlin would
use them to work agreat magic.

| had sought Merlin on the day | took Guinevereto Y nys Wydryn. It wasaday of hard rain and | had
climbed the Tor, haf expecting to find Merlin on its summit, but discovered the hilltop empty and sad.
Merlin had once possessed agreat hall on the Tor with adream tower attached to it, but the hall had
been burned. | had stood amidst the Tor’ sruin and felt agreat desolation. Arthur, my friend, was hurt.
Ceinwyn, my woman, was far away in Powys. Morwenna and Seren my two daughters, were with
Ceinwyn, while Dian, my youngest, was in the Otherworld, despatched there by one of Lancelot’s
swords. My friends were dead, or else far away. The Saxons were making ready to fight usin the new
year, my house was ashes and my life seemed bleak. Maybe it was Guinevere s sadness that had
infected me, but that morning, on Y nys Wydryn’ srain-washed hill, | felt more donethan | had ever fdltin
al my lifeand so | kndlt in the hall’s muddy ashes and prayed to Bdl. | begged the God to save us and,
likeachild, | begged Bd for asign that the Gods did care about us.

That sgn came aweek later. Arthur had ridden eastwards to harry the Saxon frontier, but | had stayed
at Caer Cadarn waiting for Ceinwyn and my daughters to come home. Sometimein that week Merlin
and his companion, Nimue, went to the great empty palace at nearby Lindinis. | had oncelived there,
guarding our King, Mordred, but when Mordred had come of age the palace had been given to Bishop
Sansum as amonastery. Sansum’s monks had been evicted now, chased by vengeful spearmen from the
great Roman halls so that the big pal ace stood empty .

It wasthelocal people who told us that the Druid was in the palace. They told stories of apparitions,
of wonderful sgnsand of Godswalking in the night, and so | rode down to the palace, but found no sgn
of Merlin there. Two or three hundred people were camped outside the palace gates and they excitedly
repested the tales of night-time visons and, hearing them, my heart sank. Dumnonia had just endured the
frenzy of a Chrigtian rebellion fuelled by just such crazed superdtition, and now it seemed the pagans
were about to match the Christian madness. | pushed open the palace gates, crossed the big courtyard
and strode through Lindinis sempty hdls. | caled Merlin’ s name, but there was no answer. | found a
warm hearth in one of the kitchens, and evidence of another room recently swegpt, but nothing lived there
except rats and mice.

Yet dl that day morefolk gathered in Lindinis. They came from every part of Dumnoniaand therewas
apathetic hope on dl their faces. They brought their crippled and their sick, and they waited patiently
until the dusk when the paace gates were flung open and they could walk, limp, crawl or be carried into
the paace’ s outer courtyard. | could have siworn no one had been insde the vast building, but someone
had opened the gates and lit great torches that illuminated the courtyard’ s arcades.

| joined the throng crowding into the courtyard. | was accompanied by Issa, my second-in-command,
and the two of us stood draped in our long dark cloaks beside the gate. | judged the crowd to be
country folk. They were poorly clothed and had the dark, pinched faces of those who must struggleto
make a hard living from the soil, yet those faces were full of hope in the flaring torchlight. Arthur would
have hated it, for he dways resented giving supernatural hope to suffering people, but how this crowd



needed hope! Women held up sick babies or pushed crippled children to the front, and al listened
eagerly to the miraculoustales of Merlin’s gpparitions. Thiswasthe third night of the marvels and by now
S0 many people wanted to witness the miracles that not al could get into the courtyard. Some perched
on the wall behind me and others crammed the gateway, but none encroached on the arcade that ran
around three sides of the courtyard, for that pillared and sheltered wakway was protected by four
gpearmen who used their long weapons to keep the crowd at bay. The four warriors were Blackshields,
Irish spearmen from Demetia, the kingdom of Oengus mac Airem, and | wondered what they were doing
so far from home.

Thelast daylight drained from the Sky and bats flickered over the torches as the crowd settled on the
flagstones to stare expectantly towards the palace’ s main door that lay opposite the courtyard gate. From
time to time awoman moaned aoud. Children cried and were hushed. The four spearmen crouched at
the corners of the arcade.

Wewaited. It seemed to me that we waited for hours and my mind was wandering, thinking of
Ceinwyn and of my dead daughter Dian, when suddenly there was agreat clash of iron insde the palace
as though someone had struck a cauldron with a spear. The crowd gasped and some of the women
stood and swayed in the torchlight. They waved their handsin the air and called on the Gods, but no
apparitions appeared and the big palace doors stayed closed. | touched theiron in Hywelbane' s hilt, and
the sword felt reassuring. The edge of hysteriain the crowd was unsettling, but not so unsettling asthe
very circumstance of the occasion, for | had never known Merlin to need an audience for hismagic.
Indeed he despised those Druids who gathered crowds. * Any trickster can impress hafwits,” he liked to
say, but here, tonight, it seemed asif he was the one who wanted to impress the hafwits. He had the
crowd on edge, he had it moaning and swaying, and when the great metallic crack sounded again they
roseto their feet and began shouting Merlin’ s name.

Then the pal ace doors swung open and the crowd dowly fell slent.

For afew heartbests the doorway was nothing but ablack space, then ayoung warrior in the full
panoply of battle walked out of the darkness to stand on the top step of the arcade.

There was nothing magica about him, except that he was beautiful. There was no other word for him.
Inaworld of twisted limbs, crippled legs, goitred necks, scarred faces and weary souls, thiswarrior was
beautiful. He wastall, thin and golden-haired, and he had a serene face that could only be described as
kind, even gentle. His eyeswere atartling blue. He wore no helmet so that his hair, which was aslong as
agirl’s, hung straight down past his shoulders. He had agleaming white breastplate, white greaves, and a
white scabbard. The wargear |ooked expensive, and | wondered who hewas. | thought | knew most of
thewarriors of Britain - at least those who could afford armour like this young man’s— but hewasa
stranger to me. He amiled at the crowd, then raised both his hands and motioned that they wereto knedl.

Issaand | stayed standing. Maybe it was our warrior’ s arrogance, or perhaps we just wanted to see
acrosstheintervening heads.

The long-haired warrior did not speak, but once the audience was down on its knees, he smiled his
thanks at them and then walked around the arcade extinguishing the torches by taking them from their
beckets and plunging them into water-filled barrels that stood ready. It was, | redized, a performance
that had been carefully rehearsed. The courtyard became darker and darker until the only remaining light
came from the two torches flanking the great palace door. There wasllittle moon and the night was chilly
dark.

The whitewarrior stood between the last two torches. ‘ Children of Britain,” he said, and he had a
voice to match his beauty, agentle voice, full of warmth, *pray to your Gods! Within thesewdlsare the



Treasures of Britain and soon, very soon, their power will be unleashed, but now, so that you can see
their power, we shall let the Gods speak to us.” With that he extinguished the last two torches and the
courtyard was suddenly dark.

Nothing happened. The crowd mumbled, caling on Bel and Gofannon and Grannos and Don to show
their power. My skin crawled and | clutched Hywelban€' s hilt. Were the Gods circling us? | looked up
to where a patch of stars glittered between the clouds and imagined the great Gods hovering in that upper
air, and then Issa gasped and | looked down from the stars.

And | too gasped.

For agirl, hardly more than a child on the very edge of womanhood, had appeared in the dark. She
wasaddicategirl, lovely in her youth and graceful in her loveiness, and she was as naked as anewborn.
She was dender, with smal high breasts and long thighs, and in one hand she carried abunch of liliesand
in the other a narrow-bladed sword.

And| just stared. For in the dark, the chill dark following the engulfment of the flames, the girl glowed.
Sheactudly glowed. She glistened with ashimmering whitelight. It was not abright light, it did not
dazzle, it was just there, like Stardust brushed onto her white skin. It was a scattered, powdery radiance
that touched her body and legs and arms and hair, though not her face. Thelilies glowed, and the
radiance glistened on the long thin blade of her sword.

The glowing girl walked the arcades. She seemed oblivious as the crowd in the courtyard held out
their withered limbs and sick children. Sheignored them, smply stepping delicately and lightly dong the
arcade with her shadowed face staring down at the stones. Her steps were feather light. She seemed
self-absorbed, lost in her own dream, and the people moaned and called to her, but she did not look at
them. Shejust waked on and the strange light glimmered on her body, and on her arms and legs, and on
her long black hair that grew close about her face that was ablack mask amidst the eerie glow, but
somehow, inginctively perhaps, | sensed that her face was beautiful. She came closeto where Issaand |
were standing and there she suddenly lifted that jet black shadow of afaceto starein our direction. |
smelt something that reminded me of the sea, and then, as suddenly as she had appeared, she vanished
through adoor and the crowd sighed.

‘What wasit? Issawhispered to me.

‘I don’'t know,” | answered. | was frightened. Thiswas not madness, but something redl, for | had
seen it, but what wasit? A Goddess? But why had | smelt the sea? ‘ Maybe it was one of Manawydan’s
spirits,” | told 1ssa. Manawydan was the God of the seg, and surely his nymphswould have that sdt smell
about them.

Wewaited along time for the second apparition, and when it cameit wasfar lessimpressive than the
glowing seanymph. A shape appeared on the palace roof, ablack shape which dowly grew to bean
armed, cloaked warrior in amonstrous helmet crested with the antlers of agreat stag. The man was
scarcely to be seen in the dark, but when a cloud did from the moon we saw what he was and the crowd
moaned as he stood above uswith his arms outstretched and with his face hidden by the huge helmet’s
cheekpieces. He carried a spear and a sword. He stood for a second, then he too vanished, though |
could have sworn | heard atile dip from the roof’ sfar side as he disappeared.

Then, just as he went, the naked girl appeared again, only thistime it seemed asif she had smply
materiaized on the arcade’ stop step. One second there was darkness, then there was her long glowing
body standing still and straight and shining. Again her face wasin darkness so thet it appeared asa
shadow mask rimmed with her light-shot hair. She stood still for afew seconds, then did adow dance,



ddicately pointing her toes as she stepped in an intricate pattern that circled and crossed the same spot of
the arcade. She stared down as she danced. It seemed to me that the glistening unearthly light had been
washed onto her skin, for | saw it was brighter in some places than others, but it was surely no human
doing. Issaand | were on our knees now, for this had to be asign from the Gods. It waslight in
darkness, beauty amidst the remnants. The nymph danced on, the light of her body dowly fading, and
then, when shewas only a hint of glistening lovelinessin the arcade’ s shadow, she stopped, spread her
arms and legs wide to face us boldly, and then she vanished.

A moment later two flaming torches were carried out from the palace. The crowd was shouting now,
caling to their Gods and demanding to see Merlin, and at last he did appear from the palace entrance.
The white warrior carried one of the flaming torches and one-eyed Nimue carried the second.

Merlin cameto the top step and there stood tall in hislong white robe. He let the crowd go on calling.
Hisgrey beard, which fell aimost to hiswaist, was plaited into strands that were wrapped in black
ribbons, just as hislong white hair was plaited and bound. He carried his black staff and, after awhile, he
lifted it asa sign that the crowd should be slent. * Did anything appear? he asked anxioudly.

‘Yes, yes!’ the crowd called back, and on Merlin’ s old, clever, mischievous face there came alook of
pleased surprise, as though he had not known what might have happened in the courtyard.

He smiled, then stepped aside and beckoned with hisfree hand. Two smal children, aboy and agirl,
came from the palace carrying the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. Most of the Treasures of Britain were
gmall things, commonplace even, but the Cauldron was a genuine Treasure and, of al the thirteen, the one
with the most power. It was agreat silver bowl decorated with agolden tracery of warriors and beasts.
The two children struggled with the Cauldron’ s great weight, but managed to set it down beside the
Druid. ‘1 have the Treasures of Britain!” Merlin announced, and the crowd sighed in response. * Soon,
very soon,” he went on, ‘the power of the Treasureswill be unleashed. Britain will be restored. Our
enemieswill be broken!” He paused to let the cheers echo in the courtyard. Y ou have seen the power of
the Gods tonight, but what you have seenisasmadl thing, an inggnificant thing. Soon dl Britain will see,
but if we are to summon the Gods, then | need your help.’

The crowd shouted that he would have it and Merlin beamed approva at them. That benevolent smile
made me suspicious. One part of me sensed that he was playing agame with these folk, but even Merlin,
| told myself, could not make agirl glow in darkness. | had seen her, and | wanted to believe so badly,
and the memory of that lissom, shining body convinced me that the Gods had not abandoned us.

‘Y ou must cometo Ma Dun!” Merlin said sternly. “ Y ou must come for aslong asyou are able, and
you musgt bring food. If you have weapons, you must bring them. At Ma Dun we shdl work, and the
work will be long and hard, but at Samain, when the dead walk, we shal summon the Gods together.
Youand I!" He paused, then held the tip of his staff towards the crowd. The black pole wavered, asif it
was searching for someone in the throng, then it settled on me. *Lord Derfel Cadarn!” Merlin cdled.

‘Lord? | answered, embarrassed to be singled out from the crowd.

“You will stay, Derfd. The rest of you go now. Go to your homes, for the Gods will not come again till
Samain Eve. Go to your homes, seeto your fields, then cometo Mai Dun. Bring axes, bring food, and
prepare to see your Godsin al their glory! Now, go! Go!’

The crowd obediently went. Many stopped to touch my cloak, for | was one of the warriors who had
fetched the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn from its hiding place on Y nys Mon and, to the pagans at lees,
that made me ahero. They touched Issatoo, for he was another Warrior of the Cauldron, but when the
crowd was gone he waited at the gate while | went to meet Merlin. | greeted him, but he brushed aside



my enquiry asto hishedth, asking instead if | had enjoyed the evening’ s strange happenings.
‘What wasit? | asked.
‘What waswhat? he asked innocently.
‘Thegirl inthedark,’ | said.

His eyeswidened in mock astonishment. ‘ She was here again, was she? How very interesting! Wasit
the girl with wings, or the onewho shines? The shining girl! | have no ideawho sheis, Derfd. | cannot
unriddle every mystery of thisworld. Y ou have spent too long with Arthur and like him you believe that
everything must have acommonplace explanation, but das, the Gods rarely choose to make themsalves
clear. Would you be useful and carry the Cauldron insgde?

| lifted the huge Cauldron and took it into the palace s pillared reception hall. When | had been there
earlier in the day the room had been empty, but now there was a couch, alow table and four iron stands
on which ail lamps stood. The young, handsome, white-armoured warrior, whose hair hung so long,
smiled from the couch while Nimue, dressed in ashabby black robe, carried alit taper to the lamps
wicks. ‘ Thisroom was empty thisafternoon,’ | said accusingly.

‘It must have seemed so to you,” Merlin said airily, ‘but perhaps we smply chose not to show
ourselves. Have you met the Prince Gawain? He gestured to the young man who stood and bowed to
mein greeting. ‘ Gawain is son of King Budic of Brocdiande,” Merlin introduced the Prince, ‘which
makes him Arthur’ s nephew.’

‘Lord Prince;” | greeted Gawain. | had heard of Gawain, but had never met him. Broceliande was the
British kingdom across the seain Armoricaand of late, as the Franks pressed hard on their frontier,
vigtorsfrom that kingdom had been rare.

‘| am honoured to meet you, Lord Derfe,” Gawain said courteoudly, ‘ your fame has gone far from
Britain.

‘Don’'t be absurd, Gawain,” Merlin snapped. ‘ Derfd’ s fame hasn't gone anywhere, except maybeto
hisfat head. Gawain ishereto help me,’ he explained to me.

‘Todowhat? | asked.

‘Protect the Treasures, of course. He isaformidable spearman, or so I'mtold. Isthat true, Gawain?
Y ou' reformidable?

Gawain just smiled. He did not look very formidable, for he was till avery young man, maybe only
fifteen or sixteen summers, and he did not yet need to shave. Hislong fair hair gave hisface agirlish look,
while hiswhite armour, that | had earlier thought was so expensive, was now revea ed to be nothing more
than a coat of limewash painted on plainiron gear. If it had not been for his self-assurance and undeniable
good looks, hewould have beenrisible.

‘So what have you been doing since last we met? Merlin demanded of me, and it wasthen that | had
told him of Guinevere and he had scoffed at my belief that she would beimprisoned for life. ‘ Arthur isa
hafwit,” heingsted. * Guinevere may be clever, but he doesn’t need her. He needs something plain and
stupid, something to keep his bed warm while he' sworrying about the Saxons.” He sat on the couch and
smiled asthe two smdll children who had carried the Cauldron out to the courtyard now brought him a
plate of bread and cheese with aflask of mead. * Supper!” he said happily. ‘Do join me, Derfd, for we
wishtotalk to you. Sit! Y ou will find the floor quite comfortable. Sit beside Nimue'’



| sat. Nimue had ignored me thus far. The socket of her missing eye, that had been torn from her face
by aking, was covered with an eye-patch, and her hair, that had been cut so short before we went south
to Guinevere s sea paace, was growing back, though it was still short enough to give her aboyish look.
She seemed angry, but Nimue always seemed angry. Her life was devoted to one thing only, the pursuit
of the Gods, and she despised anything which deflected her from that search and maybe she thought
Merlin’ sironic pleasantries were somehow awaste of time. She and | had grown up together and in the
years since our childhood I had more than once kept her dive, | had fed her and clothed her, yet ill she
treated me asthough | wasafoal.

‘“Who rules Britain? she asked me abruptly.

‘Thewrong question!” Merlin snapped at her with unexpected vehemence, ‘ the wrong question!”
‘Well? she demanded of me, ignoring Merlin’ sanger.

‘No onerulesBritain,’ | said.

‘Theright answer,” Merlin said vengefully. His bad temper had unsettled Gawain, who was standing
behind Merlin’s couch and looking anxioudy a Nimue. He was frightened of her, but | cannot blame him
for that. Nimue frightened most people.

*So who rules Dumnonia? she asked me.
‘Arthur does,” | answered.

Nimue gave Merlin atriumphant look, but the Druid just shook hishead. ‘ Thewordisrex,” hesaid,
‘rex, andif either of you had the dightest notion of Latin you would know that rex meansking, not
emperor. Theword for emperor is imperator. Areweto risk everything because you are uneducated?

‘ Arthur rules Dumnonia,’ Nimueingsted.

Merlin ignored her. ‘Who isKing here? he demanded of me.
‘Mordred, of course.’

‘Of course,” herepeated. ‘Mordred!’” He spat a Nimue. ‘Mordred!”’

Sheturned away asthough he was being tedious. | waslogt, not understanding in the least what their
argument meant, and | had no chance to ask for the two children appeared through the curtained
doorway again to bring more bread and cheese. Asthey put the plates on the floor | caught ahint of sea
smell, that waft of salt and seaweed that had accompanied the naked apparition, but then the children
went back through the curtain and the smdll vanished with them.

‘So,” Merlin said to me with the satisfied air of aman who has won his argument, ‘ does Mordred have
children?

‘Severa, probably,” | answered. ‘ He was forever raping girls.’
‘Askingsdo,” Merlin said cardlessly, *and princes too. Do you rape girls, Gawain?
‘No, Lord.” Gawain seemed shocked at the suggestion.

‘Mordred was ever arapist, Merlin said. ‘ Takes after hisfather and grandfather in that, though | must
say they were both agreat deal gentler than young Mordred. Uther, now, he could never resist a pretty
face. Or an ugly oneif hewasin the mood. Arthur, though, was never given to rape. He' slikeyouin



thet, Gawain.
‘| am very glad to hear it,” Gawain said and Merlin rolled his eyesin mock exasperation.
‘So what will Arthur do with Mordred? the Druid demanded of me.
‘He' sto beimprisoned here, Lord,” | said, gesturing about the palace.

‘Imprisoned!’” Merlin seemed amused. ‘ Guinevere shut away, Bishop Sansum locked up, if life goes
on likethisthen everyonein Arthur’ slife will soon beimprisoned! We shdl dl be on water and mouldy
bread. What afool Arthur isl He should knock Mordred’ s brains out.” Mordred had been a child when
he inherited the kingship and Arthur had wielded the roya power asthe boy grew, but when Mordred
came of age, and true to the promise he had given to High King Uther, Arthur handed the kingdom to
Mordred. Mordred misused that power, and even plotted Arthur’ s death, and it was that plot which had
encouraged Sansum and Lancelot in their revolt. Mordred was to be imprisoned now, though Arthur was
determined that Dum-nonia srightful King, in whom the blood of the Gods ran, should be treated with
honour even if he was not to be allowed power. He would be kept under guard in thislavish padace,
given dl theluxuries he craved, but kept from mischief. * So you think,” Merlin asked me, *that Mordred
does have whelps?

‘Dozens, | should think.’
‘If you ever do think,” Merlin snapped. ‘ Give me aname, Derfd! Give meaname!’

| thought for amoment. | wasin a better position than most men to know Mordred’ ssinsfor | had
been his childhood guardian, atask | had done both reluctantly and badly. | had never succeeded in
being afather to him, and though my Ceinwyn had tried to be amother, she too had failed and the
wretched boy had grown sullen and evil. ‘ There was aservant girl here,” | said, *and he kept her
company for along time.’

‘Her name? Merlin demanded with amouth full of cheese.

‘Cywwylog.

‘Cywwylog!’ He seemed amused by the name. ‘ And you say he fathered a child on this Cywwylog?
‘A boy, | sad, ‘if it was his, which it probably was.’

‘And this Cywwylog,” he said, waving aknife, ‘where might she be?

‘Probably somewherevery close,” | answered. * She never moved with usto Ermid’ sHall and
Ceinwyn aways supposed that Mordred had given her money.’

‘So hewasfond of her?
‘| think hewas, yes’

‘“How gratifying to know that there is some good in the horrible boy. Cywwylog, eh?'Y ou can find her,
Gawan?

‘| shal try, Lord,” Gawain said eagerly.

‘Not just try, succeed!” Merlin snapped. ‘What did shelook like, Derfd, this curioudy named
Cywwylog?



‘Short,’ | sad, ‘plumpish, black hair.’

‘So far we have succeeded in whittling our search down to every girl in Britain benesth the age of
twenty. Can you be more specific? How old would the child be now?

‘Six,” I sad, ‘and if | remember rightly, he had reddish hair.’

‘Andthegirl?

| shook my head. * Pleasant enough, but not realy memorable’

‘All girlsarememorable; Merlin said loftily, ‘ especidly ones named Cywwylog. Find her, Gawain.’
‘“Why do you want to find her? | asked.

‘Do | poke my noseinto your business? Merlin demanded. ‘Do | come and ask you foolish questions
about spears and shiedds? Am | forever pestering you with idiotic enquiries about the manner in which
you administer justice? Do | care about your harvests? Have |, in short, made a nuisance of myself by
interfering inyour life, Derfd?

‘No, Lord.’

S0 pray do not be curious about mine. It isnot given for shrews to understand the ways of the eagle.
Now eat some cheese, Derfel.’

Nimue refused to eat. She was brooding, angered by the way Merlin had dismissed her assertion that
Arthur wasthetrue ruler of Dumnonia. Merlinignored her, preferring to tease Gawain. He did not
mention Mordred again, nor would hetalk about what he planned at Mai Dun, though he did findly
speak of the Treasures as he escorted me towards the palace’ s outer gate where Issa till waited for me.
The Druid’ sblack staff clicked on the stones as we walked though the courtyard where the crowd had
watched the apparitions come and go. ‘| need people, you see,’ Merlin said, ‘becauseif the Gods areto
be summoned then thereis work to be done and Nimue and | cannot possibly doit al alone. We need a
hundred folk, maybe more!’

‘To do what?
‘You'll see, you'll see. Did you like Gawain?
‘Heseemswilling’

‘Oh, he swilling dl right, but isthat admirable? Dogs are willing. He reminds me of Arthur when he
was young. All that eagernessto do good.” He laughed.

‘Lord,” | said, anxiousfor reassurance, ‘what will happen at Ma Dun?

‘We shall summon the Gods, of course. It'sacomplicated procedure and | can only pray | do it right.
| do fear, of course, that it will not work. Nimue, as you might have gathered, believes| am doing it dl
wrong, but we shall see, we shdl see’ He waked a couple of pacesin sllence. ‘But if wedo it right,
Defd, if wedo it right, then what asght we shdl witnessl The Gods coming in al their power.
Manawydan griding from the sea, al wet and glorious. Taranis splintering the skieswith lightning, Bel
trailing fire from heaven, and Don cleaving the clouds with her spear of fire. That should scare the
Chrigtians, eh!” He danced a pair of clumsy stepsfor pure ddight. * The bishopswill be pissing in their
black robesthen, en?



‘But you cannot be sure,” | said, anxious for reassurance.

‘Don’'t be absurd, Derfdl. Why do you aways want certainty of me? All | can do is perform theritua
and hope get it right! But you witnessed something tonight, did you not? Does that not convince you?

| hesitated, wondering if al | had witnessed was some trick. But what trick could make agirl’sskin
glow inthe dark?* And will the Gods fight the Saxons? | asked.

‘That iswhy we are summoning them, Derfd,” Merlin sad patiently. * The purposeisto restore Britain
as shewasin the old days before her perfection was soured by Saxons and Christians.” He stopped at
the gate and stared out into the dark countryside. ‘1 do love Britain,” he said in avoice that was suddenly
wan, ‘| do so lovethisidand. Itisaspecid place’ Helaid ahand on my shoulder. ‘ Lancel ot burned
your house. So where do you live now?

‘I haveto build aplace,’ | said, though it would not be at Ermid’sHall where my little Dian had died.

‘Dun Caricisempty,” Merlinsaid, ‘and | will let you live there, though on one condition: that when my
work is done and the Gods are with us, | may cometo diein your house’

‘Y ou may come and livethere, Lord,’ | said.

‘Todie, Derfd, todie. | an old. | have one task |eft, and that task will be attempted at Ma Dun.” He
kept his hand on my shoulder. * Y ou think | do not know therisks| run?

| sensed fear in him. “What risks, Lord? | asked awkwardly.

A screech owl sounded from the dark and Merlin listened with acocked head for arepeat of the cal,
but none came. *All my life;” he said after awhile, ‘1 have sought to bring the Gods back to Britain, and
now | have the means, but | don’t know whether it will work. Or whether | am the man to do therrites.
Or whether I'll even liveto seeit happen.” His hand tightened on my shoulder. ‘ Go, Derfd,’ he said, ‘ go.
| must deep, for tomorrow | travel south. But come to Durnovariaat Samain. Come and witnessthe
Gods.’

‘| will bethere, Lord.’

He amiled and turned away. And | walked back to the Caer in adaze, full of hope and beset by fears,
wondering where the magic would take us now, or whether it would take us nowhere but to the feet of
the Saxons who would come in the spring. For if Merlin could not summon the Gods then Britain was
surely doomed.

Sowly, like asttling pool that had been stirred to turbidity, Britain camed. Lancelot cowered in Venta,
fearing Arthur’ s vengeance. Mordred, our rightful King, came to Lindinis where he was accorded every
honour, but was surrounded by spearmen. Guinevere stayed at Y nys Wydryn under Morgan’s hard
gaze, while Sansum, Morgan’ s husband, was imprisoned in the guest quarters of Emrys, Bishop of
Durnovaria. The Saxons retreated behind their frontiers, though once the harvest was gathered in each
Sderaided the other savagely. Sagramor, Arthur’s Numidian commander, guarded the Saxon frontier
while Culhwch, Arthur’s cousin and now once again one of hiswar leaders, watched Lancelot’ sBelgic
border from our fortress at Dunum. Our dly, King Cuneglas of Powys, left a hundred spearmen under
Arthur’s command, then returned to his own kingdom, and on the way he met his sister, the Princess
Ceinwyn, returning to Dumnonia. Ceinwyn was my woman as | was her man, though she had taken an
oath never to marry. She came with our two daughtersin the early autumn and | confess| was not truly
happy until she returned. | met her on the road south of Glevum and | held her along timein my arms, for



there had been moments when | thought | would never see her again. She was a beauty, my Ceinwyn, a
golden-haired Princess who once, long before, had been betrothed to Arthur and after he had
abandoned that planned marriage to be with Guinevere, Ceinwyn’s hand had been promised to other
gresat princes, but sheand | had run away together and | dare say we both did well by doing so.

We had our new house at Dun Caric, which lay just a short journey north of Caer Cadarn. Dun Caric
means ‘ The Hill by the Pretty Stream’, and the name was apt for it was alovely place where| thought
we would be happy. The hilltop hall was made of oak and roofed with rye-straw thatch and had adozen
outbuildings enclosed by adecayed timber paisade. The folk who lived in the smal village at the foot of
the hill believed the hal to be haunted, for Merlin had let an ancient Druid, Balise, live out hislifeinthe
place, but my spearmen had cleaned out the nests and vermin, then hauled out al Baise' sritud
parapherndia. | had no doubt that the villagers, despite their fear of the old hall, had dready taken the
cauldrons, tripods and anything else of real value, so we were left to dispose of the snakeskins, dry
bones and desiccated corpses of birds, al of them thick with cobwebs. Many of the bones were human,
great heaps of them, and we buried those remainsin scattered pits so that the souls of the dead could not
reknit and come back to stalk us.

Arthur had sent me dozens of young men to train into warriorsand al that autumn | taught them the
discipline of the spear and shield, and once aweek, more out of duty than from pleasure, | visited
Guinevere at nearby YnysWydryn. | carried her gifts of food and, asit got colder, agreat cloak of bear
fur. Sometimes | took her son, Gwydre, but she was never redlly comfortable with him. She was bored
by histales of fishing in Dun Caric’ s stream or hunting in our woods. She herself loved to hunt, but that
pleasure was no longer permitted to her and so she took her exercise by walking around the shrine's
compound. Her beauty did not fade, indeed her misery gave her large eyes aluminosity they had lacked
before, though she would never admit to the sadness. She was too proud for that, though | could tell she
was unhappy. Morgan galed her, besieging her with Christian preaching and constantly accusing her of
being the scarlet whore of Babylon. Guinevere endured it patiently and the only complaint she ever made
wasin the early autumn when the nights lengthened and the first night frosts whitened the hollows and she
told me that her chambers were being kept too cold. Arthur put astop to that, ordering that Guinevere
could burn as much fuel as shewished. Heloved her ill, though he hated to hear me mention her name.
Asfor Guinevere, | did not know who she loved. Shewould aways ask mefor news of Arthur, but
never once mentioned Lancelot.

Arthur too was a prisoner, but only of hisown torments. Hishome, if he had one a al, wasthe royd
palace a Durnovaria, but he preferred to tour Dumnonia, going from fortress to fortress and readying us
al for thewar againgt the Saxonsthat must come in the new year, though if there was any one place
where he spent more time than another, it waswith us a Dun Caric. We would see him coming from our
hilltop hdl, and amoment later ahorn would sound in warning as his horsemen splashed acrossthe
stream. Gwydre, his son, would run down to meet him and Arthur would lean down from Llamre’s
saddle and scoop the boy up before spurring to our gate. He showed tenderness to Gwydre, indeed to
al children, but with adults he showed achill reserve. The old Arthur, the man of cheerful enthusiasm,
was gone. He bared his soul only to Ceinwyn, and whenever he came to Dun Caric he would talk with
her for hours. They spoke of Guinevere, who ese?‘He dtill lovesher,” Cainwyn told me.

‘“He should marry again,’ | said.
‘How can he? she asked. ‘He doesn't think of anyone but her.’
‘What do you tell him?

‘Toforgive her, of course. | doubt she’ s going to be foolish again, and if she' s the woman who makes
him happy then he should swallow his pride and have her back.’



‘He stoo proud for that.’

‘Evidently,” she said disgpprovingly. Shelaid down her distaff and spindle. ‘1 think, maybe, he needs
tokill Lancelot first. That would make him happy.’

Arthur tried that autumn. He led asudden raid on Venta, Lancelot’s capitol, but Lancelot had wind of
the attack and fled to Cerdic, his protector. He took with him Amhar and Loholt, Arthur’ s sons by his
Irish migtress, Ailleann. Thetwins had ever resented their bastardy and had alied themselveswith
Arthur’ senemies. Arthur failed to find Lancelot, but he did bring back arich haul of grain that was sorely
needed because the turmoail of the summer had inevitably affected our harvest.

In mid autumn, just two weeks before Samain and in the daysfollowing hisraid on Venta, Arthur
came again to Dun Caric. He had become till thinner and his face even more gaunt. He had never been a
man of frightening presence, but now he had become guarded so that men did not know what thoughts
he had, and that reticence gave him amystery, while the sadnessin his soul added ahardnessto him. He
had ever been dow to anger, but now histemper flared at the smallest provocation. Most of al hewas
angry a himsdlf for he believed he was afailure. Hisfirst two sons had abandoned him, his marriage had
soured and Dumnonia had failed with it. He had thought he could make a perfect kingdom, a place of
justice, security and peace, but the Christians had preferred daughter. He blamed himself for not seeing
what was coming, and now, in the quiet after the storm, he doubted hisown vison. ‘“We must just settle
for doing thelittle things, Derfdl,’” he said to methat day.

It was a perfect autumn day. The sky was mottled with cloud so that patches of sunlight raced across
the yellow-brown landscape that lay to our west. Arthur, for once, did not seek Ceinwyn’s company, but
led meto apatch of grassjust outsde Dun Caric’'s mended palisade from where he stared moodily at the
Tor rearing on the skyline. He stared at Y nys Wydryn, where Guineverelay. ‘ Thelittlethings? | asked
him.

‘Defeat the Saxons, of course.” He grimaced, knowing that defeating the Saxonswas no smal thing.
‘They arerefusing to talk to us. If | send any emissariesthey will kill them. They told me so last week.’

“They? | asked.

‘They,” he confirmed grimly, meaning both Cerdic and Adlle. The two Saxon Kingswere usudly a
each other’ sthroats, a condition we encouraged with massive bribery, but now, it seemed, they had
learned the lesson that Arthur had taught the British kingdoms so well: that in unity aloneliesvictory. The
two Saxon monarchs were joining forces to crush Dumnoniaand their decision to receive no emissaries
was asign of their resolve, aswell asameasure of saf-protection. Arthur’s messengers could carry
bribes that might weaken their chieftains, and al emissaries, however earnestly they seek peace, serveto
spy on the enemy. Cerdic and Adlle were taking no chances. They meant to bury their differences and
joinforcesto crush us.

‘I hoped the plague had weakened them,” | said.

‘But new men have come, Derfel,” Arthur said. ‘We hear their boats are landing every day, and every
boat isfilled with hungry souls. They know we are weak, so thousands of them will come next year,
thousands upon thousands.” Arthur seemed to reve in the dire prospect. ‘ A horde! Maybe that is how
we shall end, you and I”? Two old friends, shield beside shield, cut down by barbarian axemen.’

‘There are worse waysto die, Lord.’

‘And better,’ he said curtly. He was gazing towards the Tor, indeed whenever he came to Dun Caric
he would always sit on this western dope; never on the eastern side, nor on the south dope facing Caer



Cadarn, but dways here, looking acrossthe vale. | knew what he was thinking and he knew that | knew,
but he would not mention her name for he did not want me to know that he woke each morning with
thoughts of her and prayed every night for dreams of her. Then he was suddenly aware of my gaze and
he looked down into the fields where I ssawas training boys to be warriors. The autumn air wasfilled
with the harsh clatter of spear staves clashing and of Issa’ sraw voice shouting to keep blades low and
shidds high. ‘How arethey? Arthur asked, nodding at the recruits.

‘Like ustwenty yearsago, | said, ‘and back then our el ders said we would never make warriors, and
twenty years from now those boyswill be saying the same about their sons. They’ll be good. One battle
will season them, and after that they’ |l be as useful asany warrior in Britain.’

‘Onebattle;” Arthur said grimly, ‘we may only have one battle. When the Saxons come, Derfd, they
will outnumber us. Even if Powys and Gwent send al their men, we shall be outhumbered.” He spoke a
bitter truth. ‘Merlin says | shouldn't worry,” Arthur added sarcagtically, ‘ he says hisbusnesson Ma Dun
will make awar unnecessary. Have you visited the place?

‘Not yet.’

“Hundreds of fools dragging firewood to the summit. Madness.” He spat down the dope. ‘| don't put
my trust in Treasures, Derfd, but in shiddd walls and sharp spears. And | have one other hope.” He

paused.
‘Whichis? | prompted him.

Heturned to look a me. ‘ If we can divide our enemies one moretime,’ he said, ‘then we il havea
chance. If Cerdic comes on his own we can defeat him, so long as Powys and Gwent help us, but | can't
defeat Cerdic and Adlletogether. | might winif | had five yearsto rebuild our army, but | can’t do it next

Soring.

Our only hope, Derfd, isfor our enemiestofal out.” It was our old way to make war. Bribe one
Saxon King to fight the other, but from what Arthur had told me, the Saxons were taking good care to
make sure it did not happen thiswinter. ‘1 will offer Adlle apermanent peace,” Arthur went on. ‘He may
keep dl his present lands, and dl the land he can take from Cerdic, and he and his descendants may rule
those landsfor ever. Y ou understand me? | yield him that land in perpetuity, if hewill only sdewith usin
the coming war.’

| said nothing for awhile. The old Arthur, the Arthur who had been my friend before that night inISis's
temple, would never have spoken those words for they were not true. No man would cede British land
to the Sais. Arthur was lying in the hope that Adlle would believethelie, and in afew years Arthur would
break the promise and attack Aelle. | knew that, but | knew better than to chalengethelie, for then||
could not pretend to believe in it mysdlf. Instead | reminded Arthur of an ancient oath that had been
buried on a stone beside afar-off tree. ' You' ve sworn to kill Aelle” | reminded him. ‘Isthat oath
forgotten?

‘| carefor no oaths now,” he said coldly, then the temper broke through. * And why should 1? Does
anyone keep their oathsto me?

‘l do, Lord.
‘Then obey me, Derfd,” hesaid curtly, ‘and goto Adlle’

| had known that demand was coming. | did not answer at firgt, but watched 1ssa shove his youngsters
into ashaky-looking shiedd wall. Then | turned to Arthur. ‘1 thought Aelle had promised desth to your



emissaries?

Arthur did not look a me. Instead he gazed at that far green mound. ‘ The old men say it will beahard
winter thisyear,” hesaid, ‘and | want Aelle'sanswer before the snows come.’

‘Yes, Lord,” | sad.

He must have heard the unhgppinessin my voice for heturned on me again. ‘ Adlewill not kill hisown
son.’

‘“We must hope not, Lord,” | said blandly.

‘So goto him, Derfel,” Arthur said. For al he knew he had just condemned me to death, but he
showed no regret. He stood and brushed the scraps of grass from hiswhite cloak. ‘ If we can just beat
Cerdic next spring, Derfdl, then we can remake Britain.” ‘Yes, Lord,” | said. He madeit al sound so
smple: just beat the Saxons, then remake Britain. | reflected that it had aways been thus; onelast great
task, then joy would aways follow. Somehow it never did, but now, in desperation and to give us one
last chance, | must travel to see my father.

I AM A SAXON. My Saxon mother, Erce, while shewas still pregnant, was taken captive by Uther

and made adave and | was born soon after. | was taken from my mother asasmall child, but not before
| had learned the Saxon tongue. Later, much later, on the very eve of Lancelot’ srebellion, | found my
mother and learned that my father was Aédlle.

My blood then is pure Saxon, and half roya at that, though because | was raised among the Britons |
fedl no kinship with the Sais. To me, asto Arthur or to any other free-born Briton, the Sais are a plague
carried to us across the Eastern Sea.

From whence they come, no oneredly knows. Sagramor, who has travelled more widely than any
other of Arthur’scommanders, tells me the Saxon land is adistant, fog-shrouded place of bogs and
woodland, though he admits he has never been there. He just knowsiit is somewhere across the seaand
they areleaving it, he claims, because the land of Britain is better, though | have aso heard that the
Saxons homeland is under siege from other, even stranger, enemies who come from the world’ sfarthest
edge. But for whatever reason, for ahundred years now the Saxons have been crossing the seato take
our land and now they hold al eastern Britain. We cdll that stolen territory LIoegyr, the Lost Lands, and
thereis not asoul in free Britain who does not dream of taking back the Lost Lands. Merlin and Nimue
believe that the lands will only be recovered by the Gods, while Arthur wishesto do it with the sword.
And my task wasto divide our enemies to make the task easier for elther the Gods or for Arthur.

| travelled in the autumn when the oaks had turned to bronze, the beeches to red and the cold was
misting the dawnswhite. | travelled done, for if Aellewasto reward an emissary’ s coming with degth
then it was better that only one man should die. Ceinwyn had begged me to take awarband, but to what
purpose? One band could not hope to take on the power of Adlle swhole army, and so, asthewind
stripped thefirst yellow leaves from the ems, | rode eastwards. Ceinwyn had tried to persuade meto
wait until after Samain, for if Merlin’ sinvocationsworked at Ma Dun then there would surely be no need
for any emissariesto vigt the Saxons, but Arthur would not countenance any delay. He had put hisfaith
in Aelle streachery and he wanted an answer from the Saxon King, and so | rode, hoping only that |
would survive and that | would be back in Dumnoniaby Samain Eve. | wore my sword and | had a
shield hung on my back, but | carried no other wegpons or armour.



| did not ride directly eastwards, for that route would have taken me dangeroudy closeto Cerdic’'s
land, so ingtead | went north into Gwent and then eastwards, aiming for the Saxon frontier where Adlle
ruled. For aday and ahdf | journeyed through the rich farmlands of Gwent, passing villas and
homesteads where smoke blew from roof holes. The fields were churned muddy by the hoofs of beasts
being penned for the winter daughter, and their lowing added amelancholy to my journey. Theair had
that firgt hint of winter and in the mornings the swollen sun hung low and paein the mist. Starlings flocked
onfalow fidds.

The landscape changed as | rode eastwards. Gwent was a Christian country and at first | passed
large, elaborate churches, but by the second day the churches were much smdler and the farmsless
prosperous until at last | reached the middle lands, the waste places where neither Saxon nor Briton
ruled, but where both had their killing grounds. Here the meadows that had once fed whole familieswere
thick with oak saplings, hawthorn, birch and ash, the villas were roofless ruins and the halls were stark
burned skeletons. Y et some folk il lived here, and when | once heard footsteps running through a
nearby wood | drew Hy welbane in fear of the masterless men who had their refugein these wild valeys,
but no one accosted me until that evening when aband of spearmen barred my path. They were men of
Gwent and, like dl King Meurig’'s soldiers, they wore the vestiges of old Rome' s uniform; bronze
breastplates, helmets crested with plumes of red-dyed horsehair, and rust-red cloaks. Their leader wasa
Chrigtian named Carig and he invited meto their fortress that stood in a clearing on ahigh wooded ridge.
Carig'sjob wasto guard the frontier and he brusquely demanded to know my business, but enquired no
further when | gave him my name and said | rode for Arthur.

Carig' sfortress was a s mple wooden paisade insde which was built apair of hutsthat were thick
with smoke from their open fires. | warmed mysdlf as Carig’ s dozen men busied themsdaves with cooking
ahaunch of venison on a spit made from a captured Saxon spear. There were a dozen such fortresses
within aday’ smarch, dl watching eestwardsto guard againgt Adll€ sraiders. Dumnonia had much the
same precautions, though we kept an army permanently close to our border. The expense of such an
army was exorbitant, and resented by those whose taxes of grain and leather and salt and fleeces paid for
the troops. Arthur had dways struggled to make the taxes fair and keep their burden light, though now,
after therebdlion, hewasruthlesdy levying astiff pendty on al those wed thy men who had followed
Lancdot. That levy fdl disproportionately on Christians, and Meurig, the Chrigtian King of Gwent, had
sent aprotest that Arthur had ignored. Carig, Meurig' sloya follower, trested me with a certain reserve,
though he did do his best to warn me of what waited across the border. Y ou do know, Lord,” he said,
‘that the Sais are refusing to let men crossthe frontier?

‘| had heard, yes.’

“Two merchants went by aweek ago,” Carig said. ‘ They were carrying pottery and fleeces. | warned
them, but,” he paused and shrugged, ‘ the Saxons kept the pots and the wool, but sent back two skulls.’

‘If my skull comesback,’ | told him, ‘send it to Arthur.” | watched the venison fat drip and flarein the
fire. ‘Do any travellers come out of Lloegyr?

‘Not for weeks now,” Carig said, ‘ but next year, no doubt, you will see plenty of Saxon spearmenin
Dumnonia’

‘Not in Gwent? | challenged him.

‘Adlehasno quarrd with us” Carig said firmly. He was anervous young man who did not much like
his exposed position on Britain’ s frontier, though he did his duty conscientioudy enough and hismen, |
noted, were well disciplined.



“You'reBritons, | told Carig, ‘and Adlle’' sa Saxon, isn't that quarrel enough?

Carig shrugged. ‘ Dumnoniaisweak, Lord, the Saxons know that. Gwent is strong. They will attack
you, not us.” He sounded horribly complacent.

‘But once they have beaten Dumnonia,’ | said, touching theiron in my sword hilt to avert theill-luck
implicitin my words, * how long before they come north into Gwent?

‘Chrigt will protect us,” Carig said pioudly, and made the Sign of the cross. A crucifix hung on the hut
wall and one of hismen licked hisfingers then touched the feet of the tortured Chrigt. | surreptitioudy
gpat into thefire.

| rode east next morning. Clouds had come in the night and the dawn greeted me with athin cold rain
that blew into my face. The Roman road, broken and weed-grown now, stretched into a dank wood and
the further | rode the lower my spirits sank. Everything | had heard in Carig’ sfrontier fort suggested that
Gwent would not fight for Arthur. Meurig, the young King of Gwent, had ever been areluctant warrior.
Hisfather, Tewdric, had known that the Britons must unite against their common enemy, but Tewdric had
resigned histhrone and goneto live asamonk beside the River Wye and his son was no warlord.
Without Gwent’ s well-trained troops Dumnoniawas surely doomed unless a glowing naked nymph
presaged some miraculous intervention by the Gods. Or unless Adlle believed Arthur’slie. And would
Adle even receive me? Would he even believe that | was his son? The Saxon King had been kind
enough to me on the few occasions we had met, but that meant nothing for | was ill hisenemy, and the
longer | rode through that bitter drizzle between the towering wet trees, the greater my despair. | was
sure Arthur had sent me to my death, and worse, that he had done it with the callousness of alosing
gambler risking everything on onefind cast on the throwboard.

At mid morning the trees ended and | rode into awide clearing through which astream flowed. The
road forded the small water, but beside the crossing and stuck into a mound that stood ashigh asa
man’ swais, there stood a dead fir tree that was hung with offerings. The magic was strangeto me o |
had no idea whether the bedecked tree guarded the road, placated the stream or was merely the work of
children. | did off my horse' s back and saw that the objects hung from the brittle branches were the small
bones of aman’s spine. No child’ splay, | reckoned, but what? | spat beside the mound to avert its evil,
touched the iron of Hywelbane' shilt, then led my horse through the ford.

The woods began again thirty paces beyond the stream and | had not covered half that distance when
an axe hurtled out of the shadows beneath the branches. It turned as it came towards me, the day’ s grey
light flickering from the spinning blade. The throw was bad, and the axe hissed past agood four paces
away. No one chalenged me, but nor did any other weapon come from the trees.

‘l amaSaxon!’ | shouted in that language. Still no one spoke, but | heard amutter of low voices and
the crackle of breaking twigs. ‘| am aSaxon!’ | called again, and wondered whether the hidden watchers
were not Saxons but outlaw Britons, for | was till in the wasteland where the masterless men of every
tribe and country hid from justice.

| was about to call in the British tongue that | meant no harm when avoice shouted from the shadows
in Saxon. * Throw your sword herel” aman commanded me.

“Y ou may come and take the sword,” | answered.
Therewasapause. *Y our name? the voice demanded.

‘Deafd, | said, ‘son of Adle’



| caled my father’s name as achalenge, and it must have unsettled them because once again | heard
the low murmur of voices, and then, amoment later, six men pushed through the bramblesto comeinto
the clearing. All werein thethick fursthat Saxons favoured as armour and al carried spears. One of
them wore a horned helmet and he, evidently the leader, walked down the edge of the road towards me.
‘Derfd, hesad, sopping ahdf dozen pacesfrom me. ‘Derfd,” hesaid again. ‘| have heard that name,
and itisno Saxon name.’

‘Itismy name,’ | answered, ‘and | am a Saxon.’
‘A son of Adle? Hewas suspicious.
‘Indeed.’

He considered me for amoment. He was atall man with amass of brown hair crammed into his
horned helmet. His beard reached amost to hiswaist and his moustaches hung to the top edge of the
leather breastplate he wore beneath hisfur cloak. | supposed hewasaloca chieftain, or maybea
warrior deputed to guard this part of the frontier. He twisted one of his moustachesin hisfree hand, then
let the strands unwind. * Hrothgar, son of Adlle, | know,” he said musingly, ‘and Cyrning, son of Adlle, |
cdl afriend. Penda, Saebold and Y ffe, sonsof Adlle, | have seenin battle, but Derfel, son of Adlle? He
shook his head.

“Youseehimnow, | said.

He hefted his spear, noting that my shield was till hanging from my horse' ssaddle. ‘ Derfd, friend of
Arthur, | have heard of,” he said accusingly.

‘“Youseehimaso,’ | said, ‘and he hasbusnesswith Adlle’

‘No Briton has busnesswith Adlle,; he said, and his men growled their assent.
‘l anaSaxon,” | retorted.

‘Then what isyour business?

‘That isfor my father to hear and for meto speak. Y ou are not part of it.’

He turned and gestured towards his men. *We makeit our business.’

“Your name? | demanded.

He hesitated, then decided that imparting his name would do no harm.  Ceolwulf,’ he said, * son of
Eadbehrt.’

‘So, Ceolwulf,” | said, ‘do you think my father will reward you when he hearsthat you delayed my
journey? What will you expect of him? Gold? Or agrave?

It was afine bluff, but it worked. | had no ideawhether Aelle would embrace me or kill me, but
Ceolwulf had sufficient fear of his King' swrath to give me grudging passage and an escort of four
spearmen who led me deeper and deeper into the Lost Lands.

And 0 | travelled through places where few free Britons had stepped in a generation. These were the
enemy heartlands, and for two days | rode through them. At first glance the country looked little different
from British land, for the Saxons had taken over our fields and they farmed them in much the same
manner aswe did, though | noted their haystacks were piled higher and made squarer than ours, and



their houses were built more stoutly. The Roman villas were mostly deserted, though here and there an
edtate till functioned. There were no Christian churches here, indeed no shrines at dl that | could see,
though we did once pass a British idol which had some smdll offerings|eft at its base. Britons ill lived
here and some even owned their own land, but most were daves or else were wivesto Saxons. The
names of the places had al changed and my escort did not even know what they had been caled when
the British ruled. We passed through Lycceword and Steortford, then Leodasham and Celmeresfort, al
strange Saxon names but all prosperous places. These were not the homes and farms of invaders, but the
settlements of afixed people. From Cemeresfort we turned south through Beadewan and Wicford, and
aswe rode my companions proudly told me that we now rode across farmland that Cerdic had yielded
back to Adlle during the summer. Theland wasthe price, they said, of Adl€ sloyadty in the coming war
that would take these people clean across Britain to the Western Sea. My escort was confident that they
would win. They had al heard how Dumnoniahad been weakened by Lance ot’ srebellion, and that
revolt had encouraged the Saxon Kingsto unite in an effort to take al southern Britain.

Adl€e swinter quarterswere a a place the Saxons caled Thunredea. It wasahigh hill in aflat
landscape of clay fields and dark marshes, and from the hill’ sflat summit aman could stare southwards
across the wide Thames towards the misty land where Cerdic ruled. A great hall stood on the hill. It was
amassive building of dark oak timbers, and fixed high on its steep pointed gable was Adlle’ s symbol: a
bull’ s skull painted with blood. In the dusk the lonely hall loomed black and huge, abaeful place. Off to
the east there was avillage beyond some treesand | could seethe flicker of amyriad firesthere. It
seemed | had arrived in Thunredeaat the time of a gathering, and the fires showed where folk camped.
‘It safeast,” one of my escort told me.

‘In honour of the Gods? | enquired.
‘In honour of Cerdic. HE scometo talk with our King.’

My hopes, that were dready low, plummeted. With Aelle | stood some chance of survival, but with
Cerdic, | thought, there was none. Cerdic was a cold, hard man, while Adlle had an emotional, even a
generous, soul.

| touched Hywelbange' s hilt and thought of Ceinwyn. | prayed the Gods would let me see her again,
and then it wastime to dide off my weary horse' s back, twitch my cloak straight, unhook the shield from
my saddl€’ s pomme and go to face my enemies.

Three hundred warriors must have been feasting on the rush-covered floor of that high, gaunt hal onits
damp hilltop. Three hundred raucous, cheerful men, bearded and red-faced, who, unlike us Britons, saw
nothing wrong in carrying wegponsinto alord sfeasting-hal. Three hugefiresflared in the hal’ s centre
and so thick wasthe smokethat at first | could not see the men sitting behind the long table at the hdl’s
far end. No one noticed my entrance, for with my long fair hair and thick beard | looked like a Saxon
gpearman, but as | wasled past the roaring firesawarrior saw the five-pointed white star on my shield
and he remembered facing that symbol in battle. A growl erupted through the tumult of talk and laughter.
The growl spread until every man in that hall was howling at me as| walked towards the dais on which
the high table stood. The howling warriors put down their horns of ale and began to beat their hands
againgt thefloor or againgt their shields so that the high roof echoed with the death-best.

The crash of ablade striking the table ended the noise. Aelle had stood, and it was his sword that had
driven splinters from the long rough table where a dozen men sat behind heaped plates and full horns.
Cerdic was beside him, and on Cerdic’ s other sde was Lancelot. Nor was Lancelot the only Briton
there. Bors, his cousin, douched beside him while Amhar and Loholt, Arthur’s sons, sat a thetable's
end. All of them were enemies of mine, and | touched Hywelbane' s hilt and prayed for a good degth.



Adle stared a me. He knew me well enough, but did he know | was his son? Lancelot |ooked
astonished to see me, he even blushed, then he beckoned to an interpreter, spoke to him briefly and the
interpreter leant towards Cerdic and whispered in the monarch’s ear. Cerdic a so knew me, but neither
Lancelot’ swords, nor hisrecognition of an enemy, changed the impenetrable expression on hisface. It
was aclerk’ sface, clean-shaven, narrow-chinned, and with ahigh broad forehead. Hislipswerethin and
his sparse hair was combed severdly back to aknot behind his skull, but the otherwise unremarkable
face was made memorable by hiseyes. They were pale eyes, merciless eyes, akiller’ seyes.

A€lle seemed too astonished to speak. He was much older than Cerdic, indeed he was ayear or two
beyond fifty which made him an old man by any reckoning, but he still looked formidable. He wastal,
broad-chested, and had aflat, hard face, a broken nose, scarred cheeks and afull black beard. He was
dressed in afine scarlet robe and had athick gold torque at his neck and more gold about hiswrigts, but
no finery could disguise the fact that Aelle wasfirst and foremost asoldier, agreat bear of a Saxon
warrior. Two fingers were missing from hisright hand, struck off in some long-ago battle where, |
daresay, he had taken abloody revenge. He finally spoke. ‘Y ou dare come here?

‘To seeyou, Lord King,” | answered and went down on one knee. | bowed to Aelle, then to Cerdic,
but ignored Lancelot. To me hewas anothing, aclient King of Cerdic’s, an elegant British traitor whose
dark face wasfilled with loathing for me.

Cerdic speared a piece of meat on along knife, brought it towards his mouth, then hesitated. ‘We are
receiving no messengers from Arthur,” he said casudly, and any who are foolish enough to come are
killed.” He put the meat in his mouth, then turned away as though he had disposed of me as a piece of
trivid business. His men bayed for my degth.

Adlle again silenced the hal by banging his sword blade on the table. * Do you come from Arthur? he
chdlenged me.

| decided the Gods would forgive an untruth. ‘I bring you greetings, Lord King,’ | said, ‘from Erce,
and thefilia respect of Erce’ s son whoisaso, to hisjoy, your own.’

Thewords meant nothing to Cerdic. Lancelot, who had listened to atrandation, again whispered
urgently to hisinterpreter and that man spoke once more to Cerdic. | did not doubt that he had
encouraged what Cerdic now uttered. ‘Hemust die,” Cerdic inssted. He spoke very camly, asthough
my death wereasmdl thing. ‘We have an agreement,” he reminded Adlle.

‘Our agreement sayswe shal receive no embassiesfrom our enemies,” Adlesad, till staring at me.
‘And what elseishe? Gerdic demanded, at last showing some temper.

‘Heismy son,” Adle said smply, and agasp sounded al around the crowded hall. ‘Heismy son,’
Adlesadagan, ‘are you not?

‘l am, Lord King.’

“Y ou have more sons,” Cerdic told Aelle carelessly, and gestured towards some bearded men who sat
at Adl€e sleft hand. Those men — | presumed they were my haf-brothers — just sared at mein
confusion. ‘ He brings a message from Arthur!’

Cerdicinggted. ‘That dog,” he pointed his knife towards me, ‘ always serves Arthur.’
‘Do you bring amessage from Arthur? Aelle asked.

‘| have ason’swordsfor afather,” | lied again,  nothing more.’



‘Hemust die!” Cerdic said curtly, and dl his supportersin the hal growled their agreement.
‘I will not kill my ownson,” Adlesad, ‘inmy own hal.

‘“Then | may? Cerdic asked acidly. ‘If aBriton comesto usthen he must be put to the sword.” He
spoke those words to the whole hdll. * That is agreed between us!’” Cerdic ingsted and his men roared
their gpprova and beat spear shafts againgt their shields. ‘ That thing,” Cerdic said, flinging ahand
towards me, ‘isa Saxon who fightsfor Arthur! Heisvermin, and you know what you do with vermin!’
The warriors bellowed for my deeth and their hounds added to the clamour with howls and barks.
Lancelot watched me, his face unreadable, while Amhar and Loholt looked eager to help put meto the
sword. Loholt had an especid hatred for me, for | had held hisarm while hisfather had struck off his
right hand.

Adlewaited until the tumult had subsided. ‘In my hdll,” he said, stressing the possessive word to show
that he ruled here, not Cerdic, ‘awarrior dieswith his sword in his hand. Does any man here wish to kill
Derfd while he carrieshis sword? Helooked about the hal, inviting someone to challenge me. No one
did, and Adllelooked down at hisfellow King. ‘1 will break no agreement with you, Cerdic. Our spears
will march together and nothing my son says can prevent that victory.’

Cerdic picked a scrap of meat from between histeeth. ‘His skull,” he said, pointing to me, ‘will make
afine stlandard for battle. | want him dead.’

‘“Thenyoukill him, Adlesad scornfully. They might have been dlies, but there wasllittle affection
between them. Adlle resented the younger Cerdic as an upstart, while Cerdic believed the older man
lacked ruthlessness.

Cerdic hdf smiled at Adll€ schalenge. ‘Not me,” he said mildly, ‘ but my champion will do thework.’
Helooked down the hal, found the man he wanted and pointed afinger. ‘Liofal Thereisvermin here.
Kill it

Thewarriors cheered again. They relished the thought of afight, and doubtless before the night was
over the dethey were drinking would cause more than afew deadly battles, but afight to the death
between aKing's champion and aKing' s son was afar finer entertainment than any drunken brawl and a
much better amusement than the melody of the two harpists who watched from the hal’ s edges.

| turned to see my opponent, hoping he would prove to be dready haf drunk and thus easy mest for
Hywelbane, but the man who stepped through the feasters was not at al what | had expected. | thought
he would be ahuge man, not unlike Adlle, but this champion was alean, lithe warrior with acam, shrewd
face that carried not asingle scar. He gave me an unworried glance as he let his cloak fall, then he pulled
along thin-bladed sword from itsleather scabbard. Hewore little jewdlery, nothing but aplain silver
torque, and his clothes had none of the finery that most champions affected. Everything about him spoke
of experience and confidence, while his unscarred face suggested either monstrous good luck or
uncommon skill. He also looked frighteningly sober as he came to the open space in front of the high
table and bowed to the Kings.

Aédlelooked troubled. ‘ The price for spesking with me,” hetold me, ‘isto defend yoursdf against
Liofa Or you may leave now and go homein safety.” Thewarriors jeered that suggestion.

‘1 would spesk with you, Lord King,’ | said.

Adlle nodded, then sat. He till looked unhappy and | guessed that Liofa had a fearsome reputation as
aswordsman. He had to be good, or else he would not be Cerdic’ s champion, but something about
Adl€e sfacetold methat Liofawas more than just good.



Yet | too had areputation, and that seemed to worry Bors who was whispering urgently in Lancelot’s
ear. Lanceot, once his cousin had finished, beckoned to the interpreter who in turn spoke with Cerdic.
The King listened, then gave me adark look.

‘How do we know,” he asked, ‘that this son of yours, Adlle, is not wearing some charm of Merlin's?
The Saxons had always feared Merlin, and the suggestion made them growl angrily.

Adlefrowned. ‘Do you have one, Derfd?

‘No, Lord King.’

Cerdic was not convinced. ‘ These men would recognize Merlin’ smagic,” heindgsted, waving at
Lancelot and Bors; then he spoke to the interpreter, who passed on his ordersto Bors. Bors shrugged,
stood up and walked round the table and off the dais. He hesitated as he approached me, but | spread
my arms as though to show that | meant him no harm. Bors examined my wrists, maybe looking for
strands of knotted grass or some other amulet, then tugged open the laces of my lesther jerkin. ‘Be
careful of him, Derfd,’ he muttered in British, and | redlized, with surprise, that Bors was no enemy after
all. He had persuaded Lancelot and Cerdic that | needed to be searched just so that he could whisper his
warning to me. ‘He'squick asaweasdl,” Borswent on, *and he fights with both hands. Watch the
bastard when he seemsto dip.” He saw the small golden brooch that had been a present from Ceinwyn.
‘Isit charmed? he asked me.

‘No.’

‘I'll keep it for you anyway,’ he said, unpinning the brooch and showing it to the hall, and the warriors
roared their anger that | might have been conceding the talisman. * And give me your shidd,” Borssaid,
for Liofahad none.

| dipped theloops from my Ieft arm and gave the shield to Bors. He took it and placed it againgt the
dais, then balanced Ceinwyn'’ s brooch on the shield’ stop edge. He looked a me asif to make sure | had
seen where he put it and | nodded.

Cerdic' schampion gave hissword acut in the smoky air. ‘I havekilled forty-eight menin single
combat,” hetold mein amild, dmaost bored voice, ‘and lost count of the oneswho havefalento mein
battle’ He paused and touched hisface. ‘In al those fights,” he said, ‘1 have not once taken ascar. You
may yield to me now if you want your desth to be swift.’

“Y ou may give meyour sword,’ | told him, *and spare yoursdlf abesting.’

The exchange of insultswas aformality. Liofa shrugged away my offer and turned to the kings. He
bowed again and | did the same. We were standing ten paces apart in the middle of the open space
between the dais and the nearest of the three big fires, and on ether flank the hall was crammed with
excited men. | could hear the chink of coins as wagers were placed.

Adle nodded to us, giving his permission for the fight to begin. | drew Hywelbane and raised her hilt to
my lips. | kissed one of thelittle divers of pig bone that were set there. The two bone scraps were my
real talismans and they were far more powerful than the brooch, for the pig bones had once been a part
of Merlin’ smagic. The scraps of bone gave me no magica protection, but | kissed the hilt asecond time,
then faced Liofa

Our swords are heavy and clumsy thingsthat do not hold their edge in battle and so become little more
than gresat iron clubs that take considerable strength to wield. Thereis nothing delicate about sword



fighting, though thereis skill. The skill liesin deception, in persuading an opponent that ablow will come
from the left and, when he guards that side, striking from the right, though most sword fights are not won
by such skill, but by brute strength. One man will weaken and so his guard will be beaten down and the
winner’s sword will hack and beat him to desth.

But Liofadid not fight like that. Indeed, before or since, | have never fought another quite like Liofa. |
sensed the difference as he approached me, for his sword blade, though as long as Hywelbane, was
much dimmer and lighter. He had sacrificed weight for speed, and | redlized that this man would be as
fast as Bors had warned me, lightning fast, and just as| redlized that, so he attacked, only instead of
sweeping the blade in agreat curve he lunged with it, trying to rakeits point through the muscles of my
right arm.

| walked away from the lunge. These things happen so fast that afterwards, trying to remember the
passages of afight, the mind cannot pin down each move and counter-stroke, but | had seen aflicker in
his eye, saw that his sword could only stab forward and | had moved just as he whipped the stab
towards me. | pretended that the speed of hislunge had given me no surprise and | made no parry, but
just walked past him and then, when | reckoned he must be off balance | snarled and backswung
Hywelbane in ablow that would have disembowelled an ox.

He leapt backwards, not off balance at dl, and spread hisarms wide so that my blow scythed a
harmless six inchesfrom hisbelly. He waited for meto swing again, but instead | waswaiting for him.
Men were shouting at us, cdling for blood, but I had no earsfor them. | kept my gaze fixed on Liofa's
cam grey eyes. He hefted the sword in hisright hand, flicked it forward to touch my blade, then swung at
me

| parried easily, then countered his backswing which followed as naturally asthe day followsthe night.
The clangour of the swordswas loud, but | could fedl that there was no redl effort in Liofa sblows. He
was offering me the fight | might have expected, but he was aso judging me as he edged forward and as
he swung blow after blow. | parried the cuts, sensaing when they became harder, and just when |
expected him to make ared effort he checked ablow, let go of the sword in mid-air, snatched it with his
left hand and dashed it straight down towards my head. He did it with the speed of aviper striking.

Hywelbane caught that downward cut. | do not know how she did it. | had been parrying asideways
blow and suddenly there was no sword there, but only death above my skull, yet somehow my blade
wasin theright place and hislighter sword did down to Hywelbane' shilt and | tried to convert the parry
into a counter-cut, but there was no force in my response and he legpt easily backwards. | kept going
forward, cutting as he had cut, only doing it with al my strength so that any one of the blowswould have
gutted him, and the speed and force of my attacks gave him no choice but to retreet. He parried the
blowsaseasly as| had parried his, but there was no resistance in the parries. He was | etting me swing,
and ingtead of defending with his sword he was protecting himself by congtantly retreating. Hewas dso
letting me exhaust my strength on thin air instead of on bone and muscle and blood. | gave alast massve
cut, checked the blade in mid swing and twisted my wrist to lunge Hywelbane at hisbelly.

His sword edged towards the lunge, then whipped back at me as he sidestepped. | made the same
quick sidestep, so that each of us missed. Instead we clashed, breast to breast, and | smelt his breath.
Therewasafant smell of de, though he was certainly not drunk. He froze for a heartbest, then
courteousy moved his sword arm aside and looked quizzically a me asif to suggest that we agreeto
break apart. | nodded, and we both stepped backwards, swords held wide, while the crowd talked
excitedly. They knew they were watching ararefight. Liofawas famous among them, and | dare say my
name was not obscure, but | knew | was probably outmatched. My sKills, if | had any, werea soldier’s
kills. | knew how to break ashield wall, | knew how to fight with spear and shield, or with sword and



shield, but Liofa, Cerdic’s champion, had only one skill and that was to fight man on man with asword.
Hewaslethd.

We drew back six or seven paces, then Liofa skipped forward, aslight on his feet as a dancer, and
cut at mefast. Hywel bane met the cut hard and | saw him draw back from the solid parry with aflinch. |
was faster than he expected, or maybe he was dower than usual for even asmall amount of e will dow
aman. Some men only fight drunk, but those who live longest fight sober.

| wondered about that flinch. He had not been hurt, yet | had obvioudy worried him. | cut at him and
he legpt back, and that leap gave me another pause to think. What had made him flinch? Then |
remembered the weakness of his parriesand | redlized he dared not risk his blade against mine, for it was
too light. If | could strike that blade with all my force then it would aslike as not bresk and so | dashed
again, only thistime| kept dashing and | roared a him as| stamped towards him. | cursed him by air, by
fireand by sea. | called him woman, | spat on his grave and on the dog' s grave where his mother was
buried, and al the while he said not aword, but just et his sword meet mine and dide avay and dways
he backed away and those pale eyes watched me.

Then he dipped. Hisright foot seemed to dide on a patch of rushes and hisleg went out from under
him. Hefdll backwards and reached out with hisleft hand to check himsdlf and | roared his death and
raised Hywelbane high.

Then | stepped away from him, without even trying to finish the killing blow.

| had been warned of that dip by Borsand | had been waiting for it. To watch it was marvellous, and |
had very nearly been fooled for | could have sworn the dip was an accident, but Liofawas an acrobet as
well asasword fighter and the apparently unbaanced dip turned into a sudden supple motion that swept
his sword around to where my feet should have been. | can sill hear that long dim blade hissing asit
swept just inches above the floor rushes. The blow should have diced into my ankles, crippling me, only |
was not there.

| had stepped back and now watched him calmly. He looked up ruefully. * Stand, Liofa,’ | said, and
my voice was steady, telling him that all my rage had been apretence.

| think he knew then that | wastruly dangerous. He blinked once or twice and | guessed he had used
his best tricks on me, but none had worked, and his confidence was sapped. But not his skill, and he
cameforward hard and fast to drive me back with adazzling succession of short cuts, quick lunges and
sudden sweeps. | let the sweeps go unparried, while the other attacks | touched away asbest | could,
deflecting them and trying to break hisrhythm, but at last one cut beat me squardly. | caught it on my left
forearm and the leather deeve broke the sword' sforce, though | bore abruise for the best part of a
month afterwards. The crowd sighed. They had watched the fight keenly and were eager to seethefirst
blood drawn. Liofaripped the blade back from my forearm, trying to saw its edge through the leather to
the bone, but | flicked my arm out of the way, lunged with Hywelbane and so drove him back.

Hewaited for meto follow up the attack, but it was my turn to play thetricks now. | deliberately did
not move towards him, but instead let my sword drop afew inchesas| breathed heavily. | shook my
head, trying to flick the swest-soaked hanks of hair from my forehead. It was hot beside that grest fire.
Liofawatched me cautioudy. He could see | was out of breath, he saw my sword fater, but he had not
killed forty-eight men by taking risks. He gave me one of hisquick cutsto test my reaction. It was ashort
swing that demanded a parry, but would not thump home like an axe biting into flesh. | parried it late,
ddiberatdly late, and let thetip of Liofa s sword strike my upper arm as Hywelbane clanged on the
thicker part of hisblade. | grunted, feigned a swing, then pulled my blade back as he stepped easily

away.



Agan| waited for him. Helunged, | struck his sword aside, but thistime | did not try to counter his
attack with one of my own. The crowd had fdlen slent, sensing thisfight was about to end. Liofatried
another lunge and again | parried. He preferred the lunge, for that would kill without endangering his
precious blade, but | knew that if | parried those quick stabs often enough he would eventualy kill methe
old way instead. He tried two more lunges and | knocked thefirst clumsly aside, stepped back from the
second, then cuffed at my eyeswith my left deeve asthough the sweat was stinging them.

He swung then. He shouted doud for the firgt time as he gave amighty swing that came from high
above hishead and angled down towards my neck. | parried it easily, but staggered as | did his scything
blow safely over my skull with Hywelbane' sblade, then | let her drop alittle and he did what | expected
him to do.

He backswung with dl hisforce. Hedid it fast and well, but | knew his speed now and | was dready
bringing Hywelbane up in a counter-stroke that was just asfast. | had both hands on her hilt and | put al
my strength into that dashing upward blow that was not aimed at Liofa, but at his sword.

The two swords met plumb.

Only thistime there was no ringing sound, but acrack. For Liofa s blade had broken. The outer two
thirds of it sheared clean away to fal among the rushes, leaving only astump in his hand. He looked
horrified. Then, for a heartbeat, he seemed tempted to attack me with the remnants of his sword, but |
gave Hywelbane two fast cuts that drove him back. He could see now that | was not tired at al. He
could also see that he was adead man, but till he tried to parry Hywelbane with his broken weapon, but
she beat that feeble metal sump aside and then | stabbed.

And held the blade till at the silver torque about histhroat. ‘Lord King? | called, but keeping my
eyeson Liofa seyes. Therewasaslencein the hal. The Saxons had seen their champion beaten and
they had no voicesleft. ‘Lord King!” | called again.

‘Lord Derfed? Adleanswered.
‘Y ou asked meto fight King Cerdic’s champion, you did not ask meto kill him. | beg hislife of you.’
Adlepaused. ‘Hislifeisyours, Derfd.’

‘Do youyidd? | asked Liofa. Hedid not answer at once. His pride was still seeking avictory, but
while he hesitated | moved Hywelban€e stip from histhroat to hisright cheek. “Well? | prompted him.

‘1 yidd, he said, and threw down the slump of his sword.

| thrust with Hywelbane just hard enough to gouge the skin and flesh away from his cheekbone. ‘A
scar, Liofa,’ | said, ‘to remind you that you fought the Lord Derfd Cadarn, son of Adlle, and that you
lost.” I left him bleeding. The crowd was cheering. Men are strange things. One moment they had been
baying for my blood, now they were shouting plaudits because | had spared their champion’slife. |
retrieved Ceinwyn'’s brooch, then picked up my shield and gazed up a my father. ‘1 bring you greetings
from Erce, Lord King,” | said.

‘And they arewelcome, Lord Derfdl,” Adlesad, ‘they are welcome.’

He gestured to achair on his|eft that one of his sons had vacated and thus | joined Arthur’senemies at
their high table. And feasted.

At thefeast’ send Adletook meto hisown chamber that lay behind the dais. It was a great room,



high-beamed, with afire burning at its centre and abed of furs benegth the gable wall. He closed the
door where he had set guards, then beckoned that | should sit on awooden chest beside the wal while
he walked to the far end of the chamber, loosened his drawers, and urinated into asink holein the
earthen floor. ‘Liofa sfast, he said to me as he pissed.

Vary.
‘| thought he’ d beet you.’

‘Not fast enough,’ | said, ‘or elsethe de dowed him. Now spitinit.’
‘Spitinwhat? my father demanded.

“Your urine. To prevent bad luck.’

‘My Gods take no note of pissor spit, Derfdl,” he said in amusement. He had invited two of hissons
into the room and those two, Hrothgar and Cyrning, watched me curioudy. * So what message,” Adlle
demanded, ‘ does Arthur send?

‘“Why should he send any?

‘Because you wouldn’t be here otherwise. Y ou think you were whelped by afool, boy? So what does
Arthur want? No, don’'t tell me, let me guess.’” Hetied the rope belt of histrews, then went to sit inthe
room’sonly chair, aRoman armchair made of black wood and inset with ivory, though much of theivory
pattern had lifted from its setting. *He will offer me security of land, isthat it,” Adleasked, ‘if | attack
Cerdic next year?

‘Yes, Lord.

‘Theanswer isno,” he growled. * A man offersme what is dready mine! What kind of an offer isthat?

‘A perpetua peace, Lord King,’ | said.

Adleamiled. ‘When aman promises something for ever, heis playing with the truth. Nothing isfor
ever, boy, nothing. Tel Arthur my spears march with Cerdic next year.” He laughed. *Y ou wasted your
time, Derfel, but I'm glad you came. Tomorrow we shall talk of Erce. Y ou want awoman for the night?

‘No, Lord King.’
“Your Princesswill never know,” heteased me.
‘No, Lord King.’

‘And he cdlshimsdf ason of ming!” Adlelaughed and his sonslaughed with him. They were both tall
and, though their hair was darker than mine, | suspect they resembled me, just as| suspected that they
had been brought to the chamber to witness the conversation and so pass on Adll€ sflat refusal to the
other Saxon leaders. ‘Y ou can deep outside my door,” Adlle said, waving his sons out of the chamber,
‘you'll be sefethere” He waited as Hrothgar and Cyrning went out of the room, then checked mewith a
hand. ‘ Tomorrow,” my father said in alower voice, * Cerdic goes home, and he takes Lancelot with him.
Cerdic will be suspiciousthat | let you live, but | will survive his suspicions. We shal talk tomorrow,
Derfd, and I'll have alonger answer for your Arthur. It won't be the answer he wants, but maybeit’'s
one he can live with. Go now, | have company coming.’

| dept in the narrow space between the dais and my father’ sdoor. In the night agirl dipped past meto



Aédl€ sbed whilein the hal the warriors sang and fought and drank and eventualy dept, though it was
dawn before the last man began snoring. That was when | woke to hear the cockerels calling on
Thunredea shill, and | strapped on Hywelbane, picked up my cloak and shield, and stepped past the
embers of thefiresto go out into theraw chill air. A mist clung to the high plateau, thickening to afog as
the land dropped down to where the Thames widened into the sea. | walked away from the hall to the
hill’sedge from where | stared down into the whiteness above theriver.

‘My Lord King,” avoice said behind me, ‘ordered meto kill you if | found you aone.’
| turned to see Bors, Lancelot’ s cousin and champion. ‘| owe you thanks,” | said.

‘For warning you about Liofa? Bors shrugged as though hiswarning had been asmall thing. ‘He's
quick, isn't he? Quick and lethal.” Bors came to stand beside me where he bit into an apple, decided it
was pulpy and so threw it away. He was another big warrior, another scarred and black-bearded
gpearman who had stood in too many shield walls and seen too many friends cut down. He gave abelch.
‘1 never minded fighting to give my cousin Dumnonid sthrone,’ he said, *but | never wanted to fight for a
Saxon. And | didn’t want to watch you being cut down to amuse Cerdic.’

‘But next year, Lord,’ | said, ‘you will befighting for Cerdic.’

‘Will 17 he asked me. He sounded amused. ‘1 don’t know what | shal do next year, Derfel. Maybe
I"ll sail away to Lyonesse? They tell me the women there are the most beautiful in al theworld. They
have hair of slver, bodies of gold and no tongues.” He laughed, then took another apple from apouch
and polished it againg hisdeeve. ‘My Lord King now,” he said, meaning Lancdlot, ‘he'll fight for Cerdic,
but what other choice does he have? Arthur won't welcome him.’

| redized then what Borswas hinting. ‘My Lord Arthur,’ | said carefully, *has no quarrel with you.’

‘Nor | with him,” Bors said through amouthful of gpple. * So maybe we shal meet again, Lord Derfdl.
It sagreat pity | couldn’t find you thismorning. My Lord King would have rewarded merichly if | had
killed you.” He grinned and walked away.

Two hours|later | watched Bors leave with Cerdic, going down the hill wherethe clearing mist
shredded among red-leaved trees. A hundred men went with Cerdic, most of them suffering from the
night'sfead, just like Adlle’'smen who formed an escort for their departing guests. | rode behind Aelle
whose own horse was being led while he walked beside King Cerdic and Lancelot. Just behind them
waked two standard-bearers, one carrying Adlle s blood-spattered bull skull on a staff, the other
hoisting aoft Cerdic’ sred-painted wolf skull that was hung with adead man' sflayed skin. Lancelot
ignored me. Earlier in the morning, when we had unexpectedly encountered each other closeto the hall,
he had smply looked through me and | made nothing of the encounter. His men had murdered my
youngest daughter, and though | had killed the murderers, | would sill have liked to avenge Dian’s soul
on Lancelot himsdlf, but Aelle s hdl was not the place to do it. Now, from agrassy ridge above the
muddy banks of the Thames, | watched as Lancelot and hisfew retainers walked towards Cerdic's
waiting ships.

Only Amhar and Loholt dared chalenge me. The twins were sullen youths who hated their father and
despised their mother. In their own eyes they were princes, but Arthur, who disdained titles, refused to
give them the honour and that had only increased their resentment. They believed they had been cheated
of roya rank, of land, of wealth and of honour, and they would fight for anyone who tried to defeat
Arthur whom they blamed for dl their ill-fortune. The ssump of Loholt’ sright arm was sheathed in silver,
to which he had attached a pair of bear’s claws. It was Loholt who turned back to me. ‘We shall meet
next year,” hetold me.



| knew hewas spailing for afight, but | kept my voicemild. ‘I look forward to the meeting.’

He held up his silver-sheathed stump, reminding me how | had held hisarm as hisfather had struck
with Excalibur. Y ou owe meahand, Derfd.’

| said nothing. Amhar had come to stand beside his brother. They both had their father’ s big-boned,
long-jawed face, but in them it had been soured so that they showed none of Arthur’s strength. Instead
they looked cunning, dmost wolf-like.

‘Did you not hear me? Loholt demanded.

‘Beglad, | told him, ‘that you still have one hand. And asfor my debt to you, Loholt, | shal pay it
with Hywebane.’

They hesitated, but they could not be certain that Cerdic’ s guards would support them if they drew
their swords, and 0 at last they contented themsalves with spitting at me before turning and strutting
down to the muddy beach where Cerdic’ s two boats waited.

This shore beneath Thunredeawas amiserable place, haf land and half sea, where the meeting of the
river and the ocean had spawned a dull landscape of mudbanks, shods and tangling sea-creeks. Gulls
cried as Cerdic' s spearmen plunged across the glutinous foreshore, waded into the shallow creek and
hauled themsalves over the wooden gunwales of their longboats. | saw Lancel ot lift the hem of his cloak
as he picked his ddicate way through the foul-smelling mud. Loholt and Amhar followed him and, once
they reached their boat, they turned and pointed their fingers at me, agesture designed to cast ill-luck. |
ignored them. The ship’ s sails were aready raised, but the wind was light and the two high-prowed boats
had to be manoeuvred out of the narrow ebbing creek with long oars wielded by Cerdic’' s spearmen.
Oncethe boats wolf-crested prows were facing towards the open water the warrior-oarsmen began a
chant that offered arhythm to their strokes. * Hwaet for your mother,” they chanted, ‘and hwaet for your
girl, and hwaet for your lover who you hwaet on thefloor,” and with every ‘hwaet’ they shouted louder
and pulled on their long oars and the two ships gained speed until at last the mist curled about their sails
that were cruddy painted with wolves skulls. * And hwaet for your mother,” the chant began again, only
now the voiceswere thinner through the vapour, ‘and hwaet for your girl,” and thelow hulls became
vaguein the mist until, a last, the ships vanished in the whitened air, ‘and hwaet for your lover who you
hwaet on thefloor.” The sound came asif from nowhere, and then faded with the splashing of their oars.

Two of Adle'smen heaved their lord onto hishorse. *Did you degp? he asked me as he settled
himsdf in hissaddle.

‘Yes, Lord King.’

‘I had better thingsto do,” he said curtly. ‘Now follow me.” He kicked back his heds and turned his
horse dong the shore where the creeks rippled and sucked as the tide ebbed. This morning, in honour of
his departing guests, Adlle had dressed asawarrior King. Hisiron helmet was trimmed with gold and
crowned with afan of black feathers, hisleather breastplate and long boots were dyed black, while from
his shouldersthere fell along black bearskin cloak that dwarfed his small horse. A dozen of hismen
followed us on horseback, one of them carrying the bull-skull standard. Adlle, like me, rode clumsly. ‘I
knew Arthur would send you,” he said suddenly and, when | made no answer, he turned to me. * So you
found your mother?

‘Yes, Lord King.’

‘How isshe?



‘Old, | said truthfully, ‘old, fat and sick.’

He sighed a that news. ‘ They start as young girls so beautiful they can bresk the hearts of awhole
army, and after they’ ve had a couple of children they al look old, fat and sick.” He paused, thinking
about that. ‘ But somehow | thought that would never happen to Erce. She was very beautiful,’ he sad
wigtfully, then grinned, * but thank the Gods there’ s a constant supply of the young ones, eh? He laughed,
then gave me another glance. ‘When you first told me your mother’ s name | knew you were my son.” He
paused. ‘My firstborn son.’

“Your firstborn bastard,” | said.
‘So?Blood isblood, Derfel.’
‘And | am proud to have yours, Lord King.’

‘ And s0 you should be, boy, though you share it with enough others. | have not been selfish with my
blood.” He chuckled, then turned his horse onto a mudbank and whipped the anima up its dippery dope
to where afleet of boatslay stranded. ‘ Look at them, Derfd!” my father said, reining in his horse and
gesturing a the boats. * Look at them! Useless now, but nearly every one came this summer and every
onewasfilled to the gunwaes with folk.” He kicked his hedls back again and we rode dowly past that
sorry line of stranded boats.

There might have been eighty or ninety craft on the mudbank. All of them were double-ended, e egant
ships, but al were now decaying. Their planks were green with dime, their bilges were flooded and their
timbers black with rot. Some of the boats, which must have been there longer than ayear, were nothing
but dark skeletons. * Threescorefolk in every boat, Derfel,” Adlesad, ‘at least threescore, and every
tide brought more of them. Now, when the storms are haunting the open sea, they don’t come, but they
are building more boats and those will arrive in the spring. And not just here, Derfd, but al up the coast!’
He swept hisarm to encompass al Britain's eastern shore. ‘ Boats and boats! All filled with our people,
al wanting ahome, al wanting land.” He spoke the last word fiercely, then turned his horse awvay from
me without waiting for any response. ‘Come!’ he shouted, and | followed his horse acrossthe
tide-rippled mud of acreek, up a shingle bank and then through patches of thorn as we climbed the hill
onwhich hisgreat hal stood.

Adlle curbed hisbeast on ashoulder of the hill where he waited for me, then, when | joined him, he
mutely pointed down into asaddle of land. An army wasthere. | could not count them, so many men
were gathered in that fold of land, and these men, | knew, were but apart of Aelle’sarmy. The Saxon
warriors stood in agreat crowd and when they saw their King on the skyline they burst into a huge roar
of acclamation and began to besat their spear shafts against their shields so that the whole grey sky was
filled with their terrible clattering. Aelleraised his scarred right hand and the noise died away. * Y ou see,
Defd? heasked me.

‘| seewhat you choose to show me, Lord King,” | answered evasively, knowing exactly what
message | was being given by the stranded boats and the mass of armoured men.

‘| an strong now,’” Adlle said, ‘and Arthur isweak. Can he even raise five hundred men? | doubt it.
The spearmen of Powyswill cometo hisaid, but will they be enough?1 doubt it. | have athousand
trained spearmen, Derfel, and twice as many hungry men who will wield an axeto gain ayard of ground
they can cdl their own. And Cerdic has more men till, far more, and he needsland even more
desperately than | do. We both need land, Derfel, we both need land, and Arthur hasit, and Arthur is
wesk.’

‘Gwent has athousand spearmen,’ | said, ‘and if you invade Dumnonia Gwent will cometoitsaid.” |



was not sure of that, but it would do no harm to Arthur’ s cause to sound confident. * Gwent, Dumnonia
and Powys, | sad, ‘al will fight, and there are till others who will cometo Arthur’ s banner. The
Black-shiddswill fight for us, and spearmen will come from Gwynedd and Elmet, even from Rheged and
Lothian.’

Adle smiled at my boastfulness. * Y our lesson is not yet done, Derfel,” he said, *so come.” And again
he spurred on, till climbing the hill, but now heinclined east towards agrove of trees. He dismounted by
the wood, gestured for his escort to stay where they were, then led me along a narrow damp path to a
clearing where two small wooden buildings stood. They were little more than huts with pitched roofs of
rye-thatch and low walls made from untrimmed tree trunks. * See? he said, pointing to the nearer hut's

gable.

| spat to avert the evil, for there, high on the gable, was awooden cross. Here, in pagan LIoegyr, was
one of thelast things | had ever expected to see: a Christian church. The second hut, dightly lower than
the church, was evidently living quartersfor the priest who greeted our arrival by crawling out through the
low door of hishovel. He wore the tonsure, had amonk’ s black robe and atangled brown beard. He
recognized Adlle and bowed low. ‘ Christ’ sgreetings, Lord King!” the man caled in badly accented
Saxon.

‘Where are you from? | asked in the British tongue.

He looked surprised to be spoken to in his native language.  From Gobannium, Lord,” hetold me. The
monk’ swife, adraggled creature with resentful eyes, crawled from the hove to stand beside her man.

‘What are you doing here? | asked him.

‘The Lord Christ Jesus has opened King Adlle€ seyes, Lord,” he said, *and invited usto bring the
news of Christ to his people. | am here with my brother priest Gorfydd to preach the gospel to the Sais’

| looked at Adle, who was amiling dyly. ‘Missonariesfrom Gwent? | asked.

‘Feeble creatures, arethey not? Adle said, gesturing the monk and hiswife back into their hut. ‘ But
they think they will turn us from the worship of Thunor and Seaxnet and | am content to let them think as
much. For now.’

‘Because,’ | said dowly, ‘King Meurig has promised you atruce so long asyou let his priests cometo
your people?

Aédlelaughed. ‘Heisafool, that Meurig. He cares more for the souls of my people than for the safety
of hisland, and two priestsare asmall price for kegping Gwent’ s thousand spearmen idle while we take
Dumnonia’ He put an arm about my shoulders and led me back towards the horses. * Y ou see, Derfel ?
Gwent will not fight, not while their King believesthereis achance of spreading hisreligion among my

people’
‘Andistheredigion spreading? | asked.

He snorted. * Among afew daves and women, but not many, and it won't spread far. I'll seeto that. |
saw what that religion did to Dumnonia, and I’ [l not allow it here. Our old Gods are good enough for us,
Derfd, so why should we need new ones? That' s haf the trouble with the Britons. They’ ve lost their
Gods.’

‘Merlinhasnot,” | said.

That checked A€dlle. He turned in the shadow of the treesand | saw the worry on hisface. He had



aways been fearful of Merlin. ‘I hear tales,” he said uncertainly.
‘The Treasures of Britain,’ | said.
‘What arethey? he demanded.

‘Nothing much, Lord King,” | said, honestly enough, ‘just atattered collection of old things. Only two
are of any red vaue; asword and acauldron.’

‘Y ou have seen them? he asked fiercdly.
‘Y%’
‘What will they do?

| shrugged. * No one knows. Arthur believesthey will do nothing, but Merlin saysthey command the
Godsand that if he performsthe right magic at the right time then the old Gods of Britain will do his
bidding.’

‘And he'll unleash those Gods on us?

‘Yes, Lord King,” | said, and it would be soon, very soon, but | did not say that to my father.
Adlefrowned. ‘We have Gods too,” he said.

‘Then call them, Lord King. Let the Gods fight the Gods.’

‘Godsaren't foals, boy,” he growled, ‘why should they fight when men can do their killing for them?
He began walking again. ‘1 am old now,” hetold me, ‘and in dl my years| have never seen the Gods.
We believein them, but do they care about us? He gave me aworried look. ‘ Do you believe in these
Treasures?

‘I believein Merlin’s power, Lord King.’

‘But Gods walking the earth? He thought about it for awhile, then shook hishead. * And if your Gods
come, why should ours not come to protect us? Even you, Derfel,” he spoke sarcagticdly, ‘would find it
hard to fight Thunor’s hammer.” He had led me out of the treesand | saw that both his escort and our
horseswere gone. ‘We canwak,” Adlesad, ‘and | shal tell you al about Dumnonia’

‘I know about Dumnonia, Lord King.’

‘Then you know, Derfd, that itsKing isafool, and that its ruler does not want to be aKing, not even
a, whatever itisyou cdl him, akaiser?

‘An emperor,’ | sad.

‘An emperor,” he repeated, mocking the word with his pronunciation. He was leading me along a path
beside thewoods. No one else wasin sight. To our left the ground fell away to the misted levels of the
estuary, whileto our north were the deep, dank woods. * Y our Chrigtians are rebellious,” Aelle summed
up hisargument, ‘your King isacrippled fool and your leader refusesto sted the throne from thefoal. In
time, Derfel, and sooner rather than later, another man will want that throne. Lancelot nearly took it, and
a better man than Lance ot will try soon enough.” He paused, frowning. ‘Why did Guinevere open her
legsto him? he asked.

‘Because Arthur wouldn’t become King,’ | said bleskly.



‘Then heisafool. And next year he'll be adead fool unless he accepts a proposal.’
‘What proposal, Lord King? | asked, stopping beneath afiery red beech.
He stopped and placed his hands on my shoulders. ‘ Tdl Arthur to give the throne to you, Derfel .’

| stared into my father’ s eyes. For aheartbeat | thought he must be jesting, then saw he was as earnest
asaman could be. ‘“Me? | asked, astonished.

‘You, Adlesad, ‘and you swear loydty to me. | shal want land from you, but you can tell Arthur to
givethe throneto you, and you can rule Dumnonia. My people will settle and farm the land, and you shdll
govern them, but as my client King. We shal make afederation, you and . Father and son. You rule
Dumnoniaand | rule Aengeland.’

‘Aengeland? | asked, for the word was new to me.

Hetook his hands from my shoulders and gestured about the countryside. ‘Here! Y ou call us Saxons,
but you and | are Aengles. Cerdic isa Saxon, but you and | are the Aenglish and our country is
Aengdand. ThisisAengeland!” He said it proudly, looking about that damp hilltop.

‘What of Cerdic? | asked him.

“You and | will kill Cerdic,” he said frankly, then plucked my el bow and began walking again, only
now heled me onto atrack that led between the trees where pigs rooted for beechmast among the newly
fdlenleaves. ' Tel Arthur what | suggest,” Adlesad. ‘Tel him he can have the throne rather than you if
that’ swhat he wants, but whichever of you takesit, you takeit in my name.’

‘| shdl tel him, Lord King,’ | said, though | knew Arthur would scorn the proposd. | think Aelle knew
that too, but his hatred of Cerdic had driven him to the suggestion. He knew that even if he and Cerdic
did capture dl southern Britain there would gill have to be another war to determine which of them
should be the Bretwada, which istheir name for the High King. ‘ Supposing,’ | said, ‘that Arthur and you
attack Cerdic together next year instead?

Aédle shook hishead. ‘ Cerdic’ s spread too much gold among my chiefs. They won't fight him, not
while he offersthem Dumnoniaas aprize. But if Arthur gives Dumnoniato you, and you giveit to me,
then they won't need Cerdic’ sgold. You tell Arthur that.’

‘I shdl tdl him, Lord King," | said again, but | still knew Arthur would never agree to the proposal for
it would mean breaking his oath to Uther, the oath* that promised to make Mordred King, and that oath
lay at the taproot of al Arthur’slife. Indeed | was so certain that he would not break the oath that,
despite my wordsto Adlle, | doubted | would even mention the proposal to Arthur.

Adle now led meinto awide clearing where | saw that my horse was waiting, and with it an escort of
mounted spearmen. In the centre of the clearing there was a great rough stone the height of aman, and
though it was nothing like the trimmed sarsens of Dumnonia s ancient temples, nor like theflat boulders
on which we acclaimed our Kings, it was plain that it must be asacred stone, for it good dl doneinthe
circle of grass and none of the Saxon warriors ventured closeto it, though one of their own sacred
objects, agreat bark-stripped tree trunk with a crudely carved face, had been planted in the soil nearby.
Adleled metowards the great rock, but stopped short of it and fished in a pouch that hung from his
sword belt. He brought out asmall leather bag that he unlaced, then tipped something onto his palm. He
held the object out to meand | saw that it was atiny golden ring in which asmall chipped agate was .
‘l was going to give thisto your mother,” hetold me, *but Uther captured her before | had the chance,
and I've kept it ever since. Takeit.’



| took thering. It was asimple thing, country made. It was not Roman work, for their jewels are
exquistely fashioned, nor was it Saxon made, for they liketheir jewe lery heavy, but the ring had
probably been made by some poor Briton who had fallen to a Saxon blade. The square green stonewas
not even set straight, but still thetiny ring possessed an odd and fragile loveliness. ‘| never gaveit to your
mother,” Adlesad, ‘and if she'sfat, then she can’t wear it now. So giveit to your Princess of Powys. |
hear sheisagood woman?

‘Sheis, Lord King.’

‘Giveitto her, Adlesad, ‘andtell her that if our countries do cometo war then | shall sparethe
woman wearing that ring, her and al her family.’

‘Thank you, Lord King,” | said, and put the little ring in my pouch.

‘| have onelast gift for you,” he said and put an arm on my shoulders and led me to the stone. | was
feding guilty that | had not brought him any gift, indeed in my fear of coming into LIoegyr the thought had
not even occurred to me, but Adlle overlooked the omission. He stopped beside the boulder. * This stone
once belonged to the Britons,” he told me, ‘ and was sacred to them. There saholeinit, see? Cometo
the side, boy, look.’

| walked to the side of the stone and saw there was indeed agreat black hole running into the heart of
the stone.

‘| talked once with an old British dave,” Adlesad, ‘and he told methat by whispering into that hole
you can talk with the dead.’

‘But you don’t believe that? | asked him, having heard the scepticism in hisvoice.

‘We believe we can talk to Thunor, Woden and Seaxnet through that hole,” Adlle said, ‘but for you?
Maybe you can reach the dead, Derfel.” He smiled. *We shall meet again, boy.’

‘I hope so, Lord King,’ | said, and then | remembered my mother’ s strange prophecy, that Adlle
would bekilled by hisson, and | tried to dismissit as the ravings of amad old woman, but the Gods
often choose such women as their mouthpieces and | suddenly had nothing to say.

Adle embraced me, crushing my faceinto the collar of hisgrest fur cape. * Has your mother long to
live? heasked me.

‘No, Lord King.’

‘Bury her,” hesad, ‘with her feet to the north. It isthe way of our people” He gave mealast
embrace. ‘You'll be taken safe home,” he said, then stepped back. ‘ To talk to the dead,” he added
gruffly, ‘you must walk three times round the stone, then kned to the hole. Give my granddaughter akiss
fromme.’ He smiled, pleased to have surprised me by revealing such an intimate knowledge of my life,
and then he turned and walked away.

The waiting escort watched as | walked thrice round the stone, then as | knelt and leaned to the hole. |
suddenly wanted to weep and my voice choked as | whispered my daughter’ sname. ‘Dian? |
whispered into the stone’ s heart, ‘ my dear Dian? Wait for us, my darling, and wewill cometo you.
Dian.” My dead daughter, my lovely Dian, murdered by Lancelot’s men. | told her weloved her, | sent
her Adlle skiss, then | leaned my forehead on the cold rock and thought of her little shadowbody al
aonein the Otherworld. Merlin, it istrue, had told usthat children play happily beneath the apples of
Annwn in that death world, but | till wept as| imagined her suddenly hearing my voice. Did she look up?



Was she, likeme, crying?

| rode away. It took me three daysto reach Dun Caric and there | gave Ceinwyn the little golden ring.
She had dwaysliked smple things and the ring suited her far better than some elaborate Roman jewd.
Sheworeit onthesmall finger of her right hand which wasthe only finger it fitted. ‘| doubt it will save my
life, though, she said ruefully.

‘“Why not? | asked.

She amiled, admiring thering. ‘What Saxon will pauseto look for aring? Rapefirst and plunder after,
it that the spearman’ srule?

“Y ou won'’t be here when the Saxons come,” | said. * Y ou must go back to Powys.’
She shook her head. ‘| shal stay. | can’t dways run to my brother when trouble comes.’

| let that argument rest until the time came and instead sent messengersto Durnovariaand Caer
Cadarn to let Arthur know | had returned. Four dayslater he came to Dun Caric, where | reported
Adl€e srefusd to him. Arthur shrugged asif he had expected nothing ese. ‘It wasworth atry,” he said
dismissvely. | did not tell him of Adll€ soffer to me, for in his sour mood he would probably think | was
tempted to accept and he might never have trusted me again. Nor did | tell him that Lancel ot had been at
Thunredeg, for | knew how he hated even the mention of that name. | did tell him about the priestsfrom
Gwent and that news made him scowl. ‘| suppose | shdl haveto vist Meurig,” he said blegkly, staring at
the Tor. Then he turned to me. * Did you know,” he asked me accusingly, ‘that Excalibur is one of the
Treasures of Britain?

‘Yes, Lord,” | admitted. Merlin had told me so long before, but he had sworn me to secrecy for fear
that Arthur might destroy the sword to demongtrate his lack of superstition.

‘Merlin has demanded itsreturn,” Arthur said. He had aways known that demand might come, right
from the distant day when Merlin had given the young Arthur the magica sword.

“Youwill giveitto him? | asked anxioudy.
Hegrimaced. ‘If | don't, Derfd, will that stop Merlin’s nonsense?

‘If itisnonsense, Lord,” | said, and | remembered that shimmering naked girl and told mysdlf shewas
aharbinger of wondrousthings.

Arthur unbuckled the belt with its cross-hatched scabbard. Y ou take it to him, Derfel,” he said
grudgingly, ‘you takeit to him.” He pushed the precious sword into my hands. ‘But tell Merlin | want her
back.’

‘I will, Lord,” | promised. For if the Gods did not come on Samain Eve then Excalibur would have to
be drawn and carried againgt the army of al the Saxons.

But Samain Eve was very near now, and on that night of the dead the Gods would be summoned.

And next day | carried Excalibur south to makeit happen.

Ma’ Dunisagrest hill that liesto the south of Durno variaand at onetime it must have been the



greatest fortressin al Britain. It hasawide, gently domed summit stretching east and west around which
the old people built three huge walls of steeply embanked turf. No one knows when it was built, or even
how, and some believe that the Gods themsalves must have dug the ramparts for that triple wall seems
much too high, and its ditches far too deep, for mere human work, though neither the height of thewalls
nor the depth of the ditches prevented the Romans from capturing the fortress and putting its garrison to
the sword. Ma Dun haslain empty since that day, but for asmal stone temple of Mithrasthat the
victorious Romans built at the eastern end of the summit plateau. In summer the old fortressisalovely
place where sheep graze the precipitous walls and butterflies flicker above the grass, wild thyme and
orchids, but in late autumn, when the nights close in early and the rains sweep across Dumnoniafrom the
west, the summit can be achill bare height where the wind bites hard.

The main track to the summit leads to the maze-like western gate and the path was dippery with mud
as| carried Excdibur to Merlin. A horde of common folk trudged with me. Some had greet bundles of
firewood on their backs, otherswere carrying skins of drinking water while afew were goading oxen that
dragged grest tree trunks or pulled dedges hegped with trimmed branches. The oxen’ sflanksran with
blood asthey struggled to haul their loads up the steep, treacherous path to where, high above me on the
outermost grass rampart, | could see spearmen standing guard. The presence of those spearmen
confirmed what | had been told in Durnovaria, that Merlin had closed Ma Dun to al except those who
cameto work.

Two spearmen guarded the gate. Both were Irish Blackshield warriors, hired from Oengus mac
Airem, and | wondered how much of Merlin’ sfortune was being spent on readying this desolate grass
fort for the coming of the Gods. The men recognized that | was not one of the folk working at Mai Dun
and came down the dope to meet me. ‘Y ou have business here, Lord? one of them asked respectfully. |
was not in armour, but | wore Hywel bane and her scabbard a one marked me as aman of rank.

‘| have businesswith Merlin,’ | said.

The Blackshield did not stand aside. ‘Many folk come here, Lord,” he said, ‘and claim to have
businesswith Merlin. But does Lord Merlin have businesswith them?

‘Tel him,” | sad, ‘that Lord Derfd has brought him thelast Treasure.” | tried to imbue the words with
adue sense of ceremony, but they did not seem to impressthe Blackshields. The younger man climbed
away with the message while the older chatted to me. Like most of Oengus's spearmen he seemed a
cheerful rogue. The Blackshields came from Demetia, akingdom Oengus had made on Britain’swest
coast, but though they were invaders, Oengus s Irish spearmen were not hated like the Saxons. Thelrish
fought us, they stole from us, they endaved us and they took our land, but they spoke alanguage closeto
ours, their Gods were our Gods and, when they were not fighting us, they mingled easily enough with the
native Britons. Some, like Oengus himself, now seemed more British than Irish, for hisnative Irdland,
which had always taken pride in never having been invaded by the Romans, had now succumbed to the
religion the Romans had brought. The Irish had adopted Chritianity, though the Lords Acrossthe Sea,
who were those Irish kings like Oengus who had taken land in Britain, still clung to their older Gods, and
next pring, | reflected, unless Merlin’ srites brought those Gods to our rescue, these Blackshield
spearmen would doubtless fight for Britain againgt the Saxons.

It was young Prince Gawain who came from the summit to meet me. He strode down the track in his
limewashed wargear, though his splendour was spoilt when hisfeet shot out from under him on amuddy
patch and he bumped afew yards on hisbottom. ‘Lord Derfe!” he called as he scrambled up again,
‘Lord Derfel! Come, come! Welcome!” He beamed awide smile as | approached. ‘Is not this the most
exciting thing? he demanded.

‘l don't know yet, Lord Prince.’



‘A triumph!” he enthused, carefully stepping around the muddy patch that had caused hisdownfall. ‘A
great work! Let uspray it will not beinvain.’

‘AH Britain praysfor that,” | said, ‘ except maybe the Chrigtians.’

‘Inthree days time, Lord Derfel,” he assured me, ‘ there will be no more Chrigtiansin Britain, for all
will have seen the true Gods by then. So long,” he added anxioudly, ‘asit does not rain.” He looked up a
the dismd clouds and suddenly seemed closeto tears.

‘Rain? | asked.

‘Or maybeit is cloud that will deny usthe Gods. Rain or cloud, | am not sure, and Merlin isimpatient.
He doesn't explain, but | think rain isthe enemy, or maybeitiscloud.” He paused, till miserable. ‘ Both,
perhaps. | asked Nimue, but she doesn’t like me,” he sounded very woeful, ‘so | am not sure, but | am
beseeching the Gods for clear skies. And of late it has been cloudy, very cloudy, and | suspect the
Chrigians are praying for rain. Have you redly brought Excaibur?

I unwrapped the cloth from the scabbarded sword and held the hilt towards him. For amoment he
dared not touch it, then he gingerly reached out and drew Excalibur from its scabbard. He stared
reverently at the blade, then touched with hisfinger the chased whorls and incised dragons that decorated
the stedl. ‘Madein the Otherworld,” he said in avoicefull of wonder, ‘ by Gofannon himsglf!’

‘Morelikdy forgedinlrdland,’” | said uncharitably, for there was something about Gawain’'s youth and
credulity that was driving me to puncture his piousinnocence.

‘No, Lord,” he assured me earnestly, ‘it was made in the Otherworld.” He pushed Excalibur back into
my hands. ‘ Come, Lord,” he said, trying to hurry me, but he only dipped in the mud again and flailed for
balance. His white armour, so impressive at adistance, was shabby. Its limewash was mud-stresked and
fading, but he possessed an indomitable sdf-confidence that prevented him from appearing ridiculous.
Hislong golden hair was bound in aloose plait that hung down to the smal of hisback. Aswe negotiated
the entrance passage that twisted between the high grass banks | asked Gawain how he had met Mexlin.
‘Oh, I'veknown Merlinal my lifel” the Prince answered happily. ‘He cameto my father’ s court, you
see, though not so much of late, but when | wasjust alittle boy he was dways there. He was my
teacher.’

Y our teacher? | sounded surprised and so | was, but Merlin was always secretive and he had never
mentioned Gawain to me.

‘Not my letters’ Gawain said, ‘the women taught me those. No, Merlin taught me what my fateisto
be’ He amiled shyly. ‘He taught meto be pure’

‘“Tobepure!’ | gave him acurious glance. ‘No women?

‘None, Lord,” he admitted innocently. ‘Merlin ingsts. Not now, anyway, though after, of course” His
voicetaled away and he actudly blushed.

‘Nowonder,” | said, ‘that you pray for clear skies’

‘No, Lord, nol” Gawain protested. ‘| pray for clear skies so that the Godswill come! And when they
do, they will bring Olwen the Silver with them.” He blushed again.

‘Olwenthe Siver?

“You saw her, Lord, a Lindinis” His handsome face became dmost etheredl. * She treads lighter than



abreath of wind, her skin shinesin the dark and flowers grow in her footsteps.’

‘And sheisyour fate? | asked, suppressing anasty little stab of jealousy at the thought of that shining,
lissom spirit being given to young Gawain.

‘I am to marry her when thetask isdone,” he said earnestly, ‘though for now my duty isto guard the
Treasures, but in three days | shall welcome the Gods and lead them against the enemy. | am to bethe
liberator of Britain.” He made this outrageous boast very camly, as though it was a commonplace task. |
said nothing, but just followed him past the deep ditch that lies between Ma Dun’smiddle and inner walls
and | saw that its trench wasfilled with small makeshift shelters made from branches and thatch. *In two
days,’ Gawain saw where | waslooking, ‘we shal pull those shelters down and add them to thefires!’

‘Hres?
‘“You'll see, Lord, you'll see’

Though &t first, when | reached the summit, | could make no sense of what | saw. The crest of Mai
Dun isan eongated grassy space in which awholetribe with dl itslivestock could shelter in time of war,
but now the hill’ swestern end was crossed and latticed with a complicated arrangement of dry hedges.
‘Therel” Gawain said proudly, pointing to the hedges asif they were his own accomplishment.

Thefolk carrying the firewood were being directed towards one of the nearer hedges where they
threw down their burdens and trudged off to collect till more timber. Then | saw that the hedges were
redlly great ridges of wood being heaped ready for burning. The hegps weretaler than aman, and there
seemed to be miles of them, but it was not until Gawain led me up onto the innermost rampart that | saw
the design of the hedges.

They filled dl the western half of the plateau and &t their centre were five piles of firewood that made a
circlein the middle of an empty space some sixty or seventy paces across. That wide space was
surrounded by aspirdling hedge which twisted three full turns, so that the whole spird, including the
centre, was over ahundred and fifty paceswide. Outside the spira was an empty circle of grassthat was
girdled by aring of six double spirds, each uncoiling from one circular space and coiling again to enclose
another so that twelve fire-ringed spaces lay in the intricate outer ring. The double spiras touched each
other so that they would make arampart of fire dl about the massive design. ‘ Twelve smdler circles; |
asked Gawain, ‘for thirteen Treasures?

‘The Cauldron, Lord, will be at the centre’ he said, hisvoicefilled with awe.

It was a huge accomplishment. The hedges weretall, well above the height of aman, and al were
dense with fuel; indeed there must have been enough firewood on that hilltop to keep the fires of
Durnovaria burning through nine or ten winters. The double spirds at the western end of the fortresswere
gtill being completed and | could see men energeticaly stamping down the wood so that the firewould
not blaze briefly, but would burn long and fierce. There were whole tree trunks waiting for the flames
ing de the banked timbers. It would be afire, | thought, to signal the ending of the world.

Andinaway, | supposed, that was exactly what the fire was intended to mark. It would be the end of
the world aswe knew it, for if Merlin wasright then the Gods of Britain would come to this high place.
The lesser Gods would go to the smdler circles of the outer ring while Bel would descend to the fiery
heart of Ma Dun where his Cauldron waited. Grest Bel, God of Gods, the Lord of Britain, would come
inagreat rush of air with the garsrailing in hiswake like autumn leaves tossed by a storm wind. And
there, where thefiveindividua fires marked the heart of Merlin’scircles of flame, Bel would step againin
Ynys Prydain, the Ide of Britain. My skin suddenly fdlt cold. Till thismoment I had not redlly understood
the magnitude of Merlin’ s dream, and now it dmost overwhelmed me. In three days, just three days, the



Godswould be here.
‘We have over four hundred folk working on thefires,” Gawain told me earnestly.
‘I canbdlieveit.
‘And we marked the spirds,’” he went on, ‘with fairy rope.’
‘With what?

‘A rope, Lord, knotted from the hair of avirgin and merely one strand in width. Nimue stood in the
centre and | paced about the perimeter and my Lord Merlin marked my steps with elf stones. The spirals
had to be perfect. It took aweek to do, for the rope kept breaking and every timeit did we needed to
beginagan.’

‘Maybeit wasn't fairy rope after al, Lord Prince? | teased him.

‘Oh, itwas, Lord,” Gawain assured me. ‘It was knotted from my own hair.’

‘And on Samain Eve;’ | sad, ‘you light the fires and wait?

‘Three hours on three, Lord, the fires must burn, and at the sixth hour we begin the ceremony.” And
sometime after that the night would turn to day, the Sky would fill with fire and the smoky air would be
lashed into turmoil by the Gods' beating wings.

Gawain had been leading me dong the fort’ s northern wall, but now gestured down to where the small
Temple of Mithras stood just to the east of the firewood rings. * Y ou can wait there, Lord,” he said,
‘whilel fetch Melin’

‘Ishefar off? | asked, thinking that Merlin might bein one of the temporary shelters thrown up on the
plateau’ s eastern end.

‘I'm not certain where heis,” Gawain confessed, ‘but | know he went to fetch Anbarr, and | think |
know where that might be’

‘Anbarr? | asked. | only knew Anbarr from stories where hewas amagica horse, an unbroken
gtallion reputed to gallop as fast across water as he could across land.

‘I will ride Anbarr dongside the Gods,” Gawain said proudly, ‘and carry my banner againgt the
enemy.” He pointed to the temple where a huge flag leaned unceremonioudy against the low tiled roof.
‘The banner of Britain,” Gawain added, and he led me down to the temple where he unfurled the
gtandard. It was avast square of white linen on which was embroidered the defiant red dragon of
Dumnonia. The beast wasdl claws, tail andfire. * It sredly the banner of Dumnonia,’ Gawain confessed,
‘but | don’t think the other British Kingswill mind, do you?

‘Not if you drivethe Saisintothe sea,” | said.

‘That ismy task, Lord,” Gawain said very solemnly. ‘With the help of the Gods, of course, and of
that,” he touched Excdlibur that was ill under my arm.

‘Excalibur!’ | sounded surprised, for | could not imagine any man other than Arthur carrying the
magica blade.

‘What else? Gawain asked me. ‘| amto carry Excalibur, ride Anbarr, and drive the enemy from
Britain. He smiled ddightedly, then gestured at a bench beside the temple door. * If you will wait, Lord, |



shdl seek Méelin!

The temple was guarded by six Blackshield spearmen, but as| had cometo the placein Gawain's
company they made no effort to sop me ducking under the doorway’slow lintdl. | was not exploring the
little building from curiosity, but rather because Mithraswas my chief God in those days. He wasthe
soldier’ s God, the secret God. The Romans had brought his worship to Britain and even though they had
long gone, Mithraswas till afavourite amongst warriors. Thistemple wastiny, merely two smal rooms
that were windowlessto imitate the cave of Mithras sbirth. The outer room wasfilled with wooden
boxes and wicker baskets which, | suspected, contained the Treasures of Britain, though | lifted none of
thelidsto look. Instead | crawled through the inner door into the black sanctuary and saw, glimmering
there, the great silver-gold Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. Beyond the Cauldron, and only just visiblein
the small grey light that seeped through the two low doors, was the dtar of Mithras. Either Merlin or
Nimue, who both ridiculed Mithras, had placed abadger’ s skull on the dtar to avert the God' s attention.
| swept the skull away, then knelt beside the Cauldron and said a prayer. | begged Mithrasto help our
other Godsand | prayed he would cometo Ma Dun and lend histerror to the daughter of our enemies. |
touched the hilt of Excalibur to his stone and wondered when abull had last been sacrificed in this place.
| imagined the Roman soldiersforcing the bull to its knees, then shoving its rump and tugging its hornsto
cram it through the low doors until, oncein theinner sanctuary, it would stand and bellow with fear,
smelling nothing but the spearmen al about it in the dark. And there, in the terrifying dark, it would be
hamstrung. It would bellow again, collapse, but il thrash its great horns at the worshippers, but they
would overpower it and drain its blood and the bull would dowly die and the temple would fill with the
gtink of its dung and blood. Then the worshipperswould drink the bull’ sblood in memory of Mithras,
just as he had commanded us. The Chrigtians, | wastold, had asmilar ceremony, but they claimed that
nothing waskilled in their rites, though few pagans believed it for death is the due we owe to the Godsin
return for the lifethey give us.

| stlayed on my kneesin the dark, awarrior of Mithras come to one of hisforgotten temples, and
there, as| prayed, | smdt the same seasmell that | remembered from Lindinis, the seaweed and sdlt tang
that had touched our nogtrils as Olwen the Silver had stalked so dim and ddlicate and lovely down
Lindinis sarcade. For amoment | thought a God was present, or maybe that Olwen the Silver had come
to Ma Dun hersdf, but nothing stirred; there was no vision, no glowing naked skin, just the thin sea-salt
smell and the soft whisper of the wind outside the temple.

| turned back through the inner door and there, in the outer room, the smell of the seawas stronger. |
tugged open box lids and lifted sacking covers from the wicker baskets, and | thought | had found the
source of the seasmdl when | discovered that two of the baskets werefilled with sdt that had become
heavy and clotted in the damp autumn air, but the sea smdll did not come from the sdit, but from athird
basket that was crammed with wet bladderwrack. | touched the seaweed, then licked my finger and
tasted salt water. A great clay pot was stoppered next to the basket and, when | lifted thelid, | found the
pot was filled with seawater, presumably to keep the bladderwrack moist, and so | dug into the basket
of seaweed and found, just beneath the surface, alayer of shellfish. Thefish had long, narrow, eegant
double-sded shells, and looked something like mussdls, only these were alittle larger than musselsand
their shellswere agreyish white instead of black. | lifted one, smelt it and supposed that it was merely
some ddicacy that Merlin liked to eat. The shdlfish, perhaps resenting my touch, cracked open its shell
and pissed asquirt of liquid onto my hand. | put it back into the basket and covered the layer of living
shellfish with the seaweed.

| was just turning to the outer door, planning to wait outside, when | noticed my hand. | stared at it for
severa heartbests, thinking that my eyes deceived me, but in the wan light by the outer door | could not
be certain so | ducked back through the inner door to where the great Cauldron waited by the altar and
there, in the darkest part of Mithras stemple, | held my right hand before my face.



And saw that it was glowing.

| stared. | did not redlly want to believein what | saw, but my hand did glow. It was not luminous, not
aninner light, but awash of unmistakable brightness on my palm. | drew afinger through the wet patch
left by the shellfish and so made adark stresk through the shimmering surface. So Olwen the Silver had
been no nymph, no messenger from the Gods after dl, but ahuman girl smeared with the juices of
shellfish. The magic was not of the Gods, but of Merlin, and al my hopes seemed to diein that dark
chamber.

| wiped my hand on my cloak and went back to the daylight. | sat down on the bench by the temple
door and gazed at the inner rampart where agroup of small children tumbled and did in boisterous play.
The degpair that had haunted me on my journey into Lloegyr returned. | so wanted to believein the
Gods, yet was so filled with doubt. What did it matter, | asked myself, that the girl was human, and that
her inhuman luminous shimmer was atrick of Merlin’ s? That did not negate the Treasures, but whenever
| had thought about the Treasures, and whenever | had been tempted to doubt their efficacy, | had
reassured mysdf with the memory of that shining naked girl. And now, it seemed, she was no harbinger
of the Gods a dl, but merely one of Merlin'sillusons.

‘Lord? A girl’svoice disturbed my thoughts. ‘Lord? she asked again, and | looked up to seea
plump, dark-haired young woman smiling nervoudy a me. She was dressed in asmple robe and cloak,
had a ribbon round her short dark curls and was holding the hand of asmall red-haired boy. Y ou don’t
remember me, Lord? she asked, disappointed.

‘Cywwylog,” | said, recaling her name. She had been one of our servants at Lindiniswhere she had
been seduced by Mordred. | stood. ‘How areyou? | asked.

‘Good ascan be, Lord,” she said, pleased that | had remembered her. * And thisislittle Mardoc.
Takes after hisfather, doesn't he? | looked at the boy. He was, perhaps, six or seven years old and was
sturdy, round-faced, and had stiff brigtling hair just like hisfather, Mordred. ‘ But not in himself, he don’t
take after hisfather,” Cywwylog said, ‘he' sagood little boy, heis, good asgold, Lord. Never been a
minute strouble, not really, have you, my darling? She stooped and gave Mardoc akiss. The boy was
embarrassed by the show of affection, but grinned anyway. ‘How' sthe Lady Ceinwyn? Cywwylog
asked me.

‘Very well. She'll be pleased we met.’

‘Always kind to me, shewas,” Cywwylog said. ‘| would have gone to your new home, Lord, only |
met aman. Married now, lam.’

‘Whoishe?
‘Idfael ap Meric, Lord. He serves Lord Lanval now.’

Lanva commanded the guard that kept Mordred in his gilded prison. ‘We thought you left our
household,” | confessed to Cywwylog, ‘ because Mordred gave you money.’

‘Him? Give me money!” Cywwylog laughed. ‘Il live to seethe starsfal before that happens, Lord. |
was afool back then,” Cywwylog confessed to me cheerfully. * Of course | didn’'t know what kind of a
man Mordred was, and he weren't really aman, not then, and | suppose | had my head turned, him
being the King, but | wasn't thefirst girl, was1?and | dare say | won't bethelast. But it dl turned out for
the best. My Idfael’ sagood man, and he don’t mind young Mardoc being a cuckoo in hisnest. That's
what you are, my lovely,” she said, ‘acuckoo!” And she stooped and cuddled Mardoc who squirmed in
her arms and then burst out laughing when shetickled him.



‘What are you doing here? | asked her.

‘Lord Merlin asked usto come,” Cywwylog said proudly. He staken aliking to young Mardoc, he
has. He spoilshim! Alwaysfeeding him, heis, and you'll get fat, yes, you will, you'll befat likeapig!’
And shetickled the boy again who laughed, struggled and at |ast broke free. He did not run far, but
stood afew feet away from where he watched me with histhumb in his mouth.

‘Merlin asked you to come? | asked.

‘Needed a cook, Lord, that’swhat he said, and | dare say I’ m as good a cook as the next woman,
and with the money he offered, well, Idfadl said | had to come. Not that Lord Merlin eats much. Helikes
his cheese, he does, but that doesn’t need a cook, doesit?

‘Does he eat shdlfish?

‘He likes his cockles, but we don’t get many of those. No, it's mostly cheese he eats. Cheese and
eggs. He' snot like you, Lord, you were agreat one for meet, | remember?

‘I gill am,” | said.

‘They were good days, Cywwylog said. ‘Little Mardoc hereisthe same age asyour Dian. | often
thought they’ d make good playmates. How is she?

‘She' sdead, Cywwylog,’ | said.

Her face dropped. * Oh, no, Lord, say that isn’t true?

‘Shewaskilled by Lancelot’ smen.’

She spat onto the grass. *Wicked men, al of them. | am sorry, Lord.’

‘But she' s happy in the Otherworld,” | assured her, *and one day we'll dl join her there’
“Youwill, Lord, you will. But the others?

‘Morwennaand Seren arefine.’

‘That' sgood, Lord.” She smiled. ‘Will you be staying here for the Summons?

‘The Summons? That wasthefirst timel had heard it called that. ‘No,’ | said, ‘| haven't been asked.
| thought I’ d probably watch from Durnovaria.’

‘It'll be something to see” she said, then she smiled and thanked mefor talking to her and afterwards
she pretended to chase Mardoc who ran away from her squeding with ddlight. | sat, pleased to have met
her again, and then wondered what games Merlin was playing. Why had he wanted to find Cy wwylog?
And why hire acook, when he had never before employed someone to prepare his meals?

A sudden commotion beyond the ramparts broke my thoughts and scattered the playing children. |
stood up just as two men gppeared dragging on arope. Gawain hurried into sight an instant later, and
then, at therope send, | saw agreat fierce black stallion. The horse was trying to pull free and very
nearly dragged the two men back off the wall, but they snatched at the halter and were hauling the
terrified beast forward when the horse suddenly bolted down the steep inner wall and pulled the men
behind him. Gawain shouted at them to take care, then half did and haf ran after the great beast. Merlin,
apparently unconcerned by the smdl drama, followed with Nimue. He watched asthe horse was led to
one of the eastern shdlters, then he and Nimue came down to the temple. *Ah, Derfd!” he greeted me



cadesdy. ‘You look very glum. Isit toothache?
‘1 brought you Excdibur,’ | said tiffly.

‘| can see that with my own eyes. I’'m not blind, you know. A little deaf at times, and the bladder is
feeble, but what can one expect at my age? Hetook Excalibur from me, drew its blade afew inches
from the scabbard, then kissed the stedl. * The sword of Rhydderch,” he said in awe, and for asecond his
face bore an oddly ecdtatic look, then he abruptly dammed the sword home and et Nimue take it from
him. * So you went to your father,” Merlin said to me. *Did you like him?

‘Yes, Lord.

‘Y ou dwayswere an absurdly emotiond fellow, Derfd,” Merlin said, then glanced at Nimue who had
drawn Excdlibur free of its sheath and was holding the naked blade tight against her thin body. For some
reason Merlin seemed upset at this and he plucked the scabbard away from her and then tried to take the
sword back. Shewould not let it go and Merlin, after struggling with her for afew heartbesats, abandoned
the attempt. ‘| hear you spared Liofa? he said, turning back to me. ‘ That wasamistake. A very
dangerous beadt, Liofais!’

“How do you know that | spared him?

Merlin gave me areproachful look. ‘Maybe | was an owl in the rafters of Adlle€ shall, Derfd, or
perhaps | wasamousein hisfloor rushes? Helunged a Nimue and thistime he did succeed in wresting
the sword from her grip. ‘Mustn't deplete the magic,” he muttered, diding the blade clumsily back into its
scabbard. * Arthur did not mind yielding the sword? he asked me.

‘Why should he, Lord?

‘Because Arthur isdangeroudy closeto scepticism,” Merlin said, stooping to push Excdibur into the
temple slow doorway. ‘ He believes we can manage without the Gods.’

‘Thenit' sapity,” | said sarcadticaly, ‘that he never saw Olwen the Silver glowing in the dark.’

Nimue hissed a me. Merlin paused, then dowly turned and straightened from the doorway to give me
asour look. ‘“Why, Derfd, isthat apity? he asked in adangerous voice.

‘Because if he had seen her, Lord, then surely he would believe in the Gods? So long, of course, as he
didn’t discover your shellfish.’

‘Sothat’sit, hesaid. ‘Y ou’ ve been questing about, haven’t you?'Y ou’ ve been shoving your fat Saxon
nose where it oughtn’t to be shoved and you found my piddocks.’

‘Piddocks?
‘The shdlfish, fool, they're called piddocks. At least, the vulgar cdll them that.’
‘And they glow? | asked.

‘Their juices do have aluminous quality,” Merlin admitted airily. | could see he was annoyed a my
discovery, but he was doing his best not to show any irritation. * Pliny mentions the phenomenon, but then
he mentions so much that it' s very hard to know quite what to believe. Most of his notions are arrant
nonsense, of course. All that rubbish about Druids cutting mistletoe on the sixth day of anew moon! I'd
never do that, never! Thefifth day, yes, and sometimes the seventh, but the sixth? Never! And heaso
recommends, as| recal, wrapping awoman’s breast band about the skull to cure an aching heed, but the



remedy doesn’t work. How could it? The magic isin the breasts, not in the band, so it isclearly far more
efficaciousto bury the aching head in the breasts themsalves. The remedy has never failed me, that’ sfor
sure. Have you read Pliny, Derfd?

‘No, Lord.’

‘That’sright, | never taught you Latin. Remiss of me. Wédll, he does discuss the piddock and he noted
that the hands and mouths of those who ate the creature glowed afterwards, and | confess| was
intrigued. Who would not be? | was rel uctant to explore the phenomenon further, for | have wasted a
great dedl of my time on Pliny’s more credul ous notions, but that one turned out to be accurate. Do you
remember Caddwg? The boatman who rescued us from Y nys Trebes? Heis now my piddock hunter.
The creatureslive in holesin the rocks, which isinconvenient of them, but | pay Caddwg well and he
assiduoudy winkles them out as a proper piddock hunter should. Y ou look disappointed, Derfdl.’

‘| thought, Lord,” | began, then faltered, knowing | was about to be mocked.

‘Oh! Y ou thought the girl came from the heavend’ Merlin finished the sentence for me, then hooted
with derison. ‘Did you hear that, Nimue? Our great warrior, Derfel Cadarn, believed our little Olwen
was an gpparition!’” He drew out the last word, giving it a portentous tone.

‘He was supposed to believe that,” Nimue said drily.
‘| suppose he was, cometo think of it,” Merlin admitted. ‘It sagood trick, isn't it, Derfel?
‘But just atrick, Lord,” | said, unable to hide my disappointment.

Merlin sighed. Y ou are absurd, Derfel, entirely absurd. The existence of tricks does not imply the
absence of magic, but magic is not dways granted to us by the Gods. Do you understand nothing? This
last question was asked angrily.

‘I know | was deceived, Lord.’

‘Deceived! Deceived! Don't be so pathetic. Y ou' re worse than Gawain! A Druid in his second day of
training could deceive you! Our job isnot to satisfy your infantile curiosity, but to do the work of the
Gods, and those Gods, Derfd, have gone far from us. They have gonefar! They’re vanishing, melting
into the dark, going into the abyss of Annwn. They have to be summoned, and to summon them | needed
labourers, and to attract labourers | needed to offer alittle hope. Do you think Nimue and | could build
thefiresdl on our own?We needed people! Hundreds of people! And smearing agirl with piddock
juice brought them to us, but al you can do is bleat about being deceived. Who cares what you think?
Why don’t you go and chew a piddock? Maybe that will enlighten you.” He kicked at Excalibur’ shilt,
which gtill protruded from the temple. ‘1 suppose that fool Gawain showed you everything?

‘He showed metheringsof fire, Lord.’
‘And now you want to know wheat they’refor, | suppose?
‘Yes, Lord.’

‘ Anyone of average intelligence could work it out for himsdlf,” Merlin said grandly. ‘ The Gods are far
away, that’s obvious, or otherwise they would not be ignoring us, but many years ago they gave usthe
means of summoning them: the Treasures. The Gods are now so far goneinto Annwn's chasm that the
Treasures by themsalves do not work. So we have to attract the Gods' attention, and how do we do
that? Smple! We send asignd into the abyss, and that sgnal issmply agreet pattern of fire, and in the
pattern we place the Treasures, and then we do one or two other things which don’t really matter very



much, and after that | can diein peaceinstead of having to explain the most e ementary mattersto
absurdly credulous halfwits. And no,” he said before | had even spoken, et done asked a question, ‘you
cannot be up here on Samain Eve. | want only those | can trust. And if you come hereagain | shall order
the guardsto use your belly for spear practice.’

‘“Why not just surround the hill with aghost fence? | asked. A ghost fencewasaline of skulls,
charmed by a Druid, across which no one would dare trespass.

Merlin stared at me as though my witswere gone. ‘A ghost fence! On Samain Evel It isthe one night
of the year, hdfwit, on which ghost fences do not work! Do | have to explain everything to you? A ghost
fence, fool, works because it harnesses the souls of the dead to frighten the living, but on Samain Evethe
souls of the dead are freed to wander and so cannot be harnessed. On Samain Eve aghost fenceis
about as much use to the world as your wits!’

| took hisreproof camly. ‘1 just hope you don't get clouds,” | said instead, trying to placate him.

‘Clouds? Merlin chadlenged me. *“Why should cloudsworry me? Oh, | see! That dimwit Gawain
talked to you and he gets everything wrong. If it iscloudy, Derfd, the Godswill <till see our sgnd
because their sight, unlike ours, is not constrained by clouds, but if it istoo cloudy thenitislikely torain,
he made his voiceinto that of aman explaining something very smpleto asmall child, ‘and heavy rain will
put out dl the big fires. There, that was redly difficult for you to work out for yourself, wasn't it? He
glared angrily a me, then turned away to sare a the rings of firewood. He leaned on his black staff,
brooding at the huge thing he had done on Mai Dun’s summit. He was sllent for along time, then
suddenly shrugged. ‘ Have you ever thought,” he asked, ‘what might have happened if the Christians had
succeeded in putting Lancel ot on the throne? Hisanger had gone, to be replaced by amelancholy.

‘No, Lord,’ | said.

‘Their year 500 would have come and they would al have been waiting for that absurd nailed God of
theirsto comein glory.” Merlin had been gazing at the rings as he spoke, but now he turned to look at
me. ‘“What if he had never come? he asked in puzzlement. * Suppose the Christianswere dl ready, dl in
their best cloaks, al washed and scrubbed and praying, and then nothing happened?

‘Thenintheyear 501, | said, ‘therewould be no Christians’

Merlin shook his head. ‘1 doubt that. It' s the business of prieststo explain the inexplicable. Men like
Sansum would have invented areason, and people would believe them because they want to believe so
very badly. Folk don't give up hope because of disappointment, Derfdl, they just redouble their hope.
What foolsweadl are’

‘Soyou'refrightened,’ | said, feding a sudden stab of pity for him, ‘that nothing will happen at
Samain?

‘Of course I'm frightened, you halfwit. Nimueisn't.” He glanced at Nimue, who was watching us both
withasullenlook. *You'refull of certainty, my little one, aren’t you? Merlin mocked her, ‘but asfor me,
Derfd, | wish thishad never been necessary. We don't even know what' s supposed to happen when we
light thefires. Maybe the Gods will come, but perhapsthey’ |l bide their time? He gave me afierce look.
‘If nothing happens, Derfd, that doesn’t mean that nothing happened. Do you understand that?

‘I think o, Lord.’

‘I doubt you do. | don't even know why | bother wasting explanations on you! Might aswell lecture
an ox on the finer points of rhetoric! Absurd man that you are. Y ou can go now. Y ou've ddlivered



Excdibur.
‘Arthur wantsit back,” | said, remembering to deliver Arthur’s message.

‘I'm sure he does, and maybe he will get it back when Gawain’ sfinished with it. Or maybe not. What
doesit matter? Stop worrying me with trifles, Derfel. And goodbye.” He stalked off, angry again, but
stopped after afew pacesto turn and summon Nimue. * Come, girl!’

‘| shall make sure Derfd leaves, Nimue said, and with those words she took my elbow and steered
me towards the inner rampart.

‘Nimue!” Merlin shouted.

Sheignored him, dragging me up the grass dope to where the path led along the rampart. | Stared at
the complex rings of firewood. ‘It salot of work you'vedone,’ | said lamely.

‘And dl wasted if we don't perform the proper rituas,’” Nimue said waspishly. Merlin had been angry
with me, but his anger was mostly feigned and it had come and gone like lightning, but Nimue' srage was
deep and forceful and had drawn her white, wedge-shaped face tight. She had never been beautiful, and
theloss of her eye had given her face adreadful cast, but there was a savagery and intelligence in her
looks that made her memorable, and now, on that high rampart in the west wind, she seemed more
formidable than ever.

‘Isthere some danger,” | asked, ‘that theritua will not be done properly?
‘Melin'slikeyou,” she said angrily, ignoring my question. ‘He semotiond.’
‘Nonsense,’ | said.

‘ And what do you know, Derfel? she snapped. ‘ Do you have to endure his bluster? Do you have to
argue with him? Do you have to reassure him? Do you have to watch him making the greatest mistake of
al history? She spat these questions a me. * Do you have to watch him waste dl this effort? She waved
athin hand at thefires. ' You areafool,” she added bitterly. ‘If Merlin farts, you think it' swisdom
speaking. HE san old man, Derfel, and he has not long to live, and heislosing his power. And power,
Derfel, comesfrominsde.’ She beat her hand between her small breasts. She had stopped on the
rampart’ stop and turned to face me. | was a strapping soldier, she atiny dip of awoman, yet she
overpowered me. She aways did. In Nimue there ran apassion so deep and dark and strong that amost
nothing could withstand it.

‘Why do Merlin’s emotions threaten theritual ? | asked.
‘They just do!I’ Nimue said, and turned and walked on.

‘Tell me” | demanded.

‘Never!” she snapped. ‘You' reafool.’

| walked behind her. ‘Who is Olwen the Silver? | asked her.

‘A dave girl we purchased in Demetia. She was captured from Powys and she cost us over six gold
pieces because she's o pretty.’

‘Sheis’ | said, remembering her ddlicate step through Lindinis s hushed night.

‘Merlin thinks so, too,” Nimue said scornfully.” He quivers at the sight of her, but he’'smuch too old



these days, and besides we have to pretend she' savirgin for Gawain’'s sake. And he believes us! But
that fool will believe anything! He sanidiot!’

‘And he'll marry Olwen when thisisdl over?

Nimue laughed. ‘ That’ swhat we' ve promised the fool, though once he discovers she' s dave born and
not aspirit he might change hismind. So maybe we |l sall her on. Would you liketo buy her? She gave
meady look.

‘No.’

‘Still faithful to Ceinwyn? she said mockingly. ‘How is she?
‘She'swdl,’ | said.

‘And is she coming to Durnovariato watch the summons?

‘No," | said.

Nimue turned to give me a suspicious look. ‘ But you will?

‘I'll watch, yes’

‘And Gwydre,’ she asked, ‘will you bring him?

‘Hewantsto come, yes. But | shdl ask hisfather’s permissonfirst.

‘Tl Arthur he should let him come. Every child in Britain should witness the coming of the Gods. It
will be asight never to be forgotten, Derfd.’

‘Soitwill happen? | asked, ‘ despite Merlin’ sfaults?

‘It will happen,” Nimue said vengefully, ‘ despite Merlin. It will happen because | will makeit happen.
I’ll give that old fool what he wants whether he likesit or not.” She stopped, turned and seized my |eft
hand to stare with her one eye at the scar onits palm. That scar bound me by oath to do her bidding and
| sensed she was about to make some demand of me, but then some impulse of caution stopped her. She
took a bregth, stared a me, then let my scarred hand drop. * Y ou can find your own way now,” she said
in abitter tone, then walked away.

| went down the hill. Thefolk il trudged to Mai Dun’s summit with their loads of firewood. For nine
hours, Gawain had said, the fires must burn. Nine hoursto fill asky with flame and bring the Godsto
earth. Or maybe, if the rites were done wrong, the fireswould bring nothing.

And in three nights we would discover which it would be,

Ceinwyn would have liked to come to Durnovariato witness the summoning of the Gods, but Samain
Eveisthe night when the dead walk the earth and she wanted to be certain that we left gifts for Dian and
she thought the place to leave those gifts was where Dian had died, and so she took our two living
daughtersto the ruins of Ermid’sHall and there among the hall’ s ashes she placed ajug of diluted meed,
some buttered bread and a handful of the honey-covered nuts Dian had dways loved so much. Dian's
sgters put some wanuts and hard-boiled eggsin the ashes, then they dl sheltered in anearby forester’s
hut guarded by my spearmen. They did not see Dian, for on Samain Eve the dead never show
themsdlves, but to ignore their presenceisto invite misfortune. In the morning, Ceinwyn told me later, the



food was all gone and the jug was empty.

| wasin Durnovariawhere |ssajoined me with Gwydre. Arthur had given his son permission to watch
the summoning and Gwydre was excited. He was dleven years old that year, full of joy and lifeand
curiosity. He had hisfather’ slean build, but he had taken his good |ooks from Guinevere for he had her
long nose and bold eyes. There was mischief in him, but no evil, and both Ceinwyn and | would have
been glad if hisfather’ s prophecy came true and he married our Morwenna That decision would not be
taken for another two or three years, and until then Gwydre would live with us. He wanted to be on the
summit of Ma Dun, and was disappointed when | explained that no one was permitted to be there other
than those who would perform the ceremonies. Even the folk who had built the great fireswere sent
away during the day. They, like the hundreds of other curious folk who had come from al over Britain,
would watch the summons from the fields beneath the ancient fort.

Arthur arrived on the morning of Samain Eve and | saw the joy with which he greeted Gwydre. The
boy was his one source of happinessin those dark. days. Arthur’ s cousin, Culhwch, arrived from Dunum
with a half-dozen spearmen. ‘ Arthur told me | shouldn’'t come,” hetold mewith agrin, ‘but | wouldn't
missthis” Culhwch limped to greet Gal ahad who had spent the last months with Sagramor, guarding the
frontier againgt Adlle' s Saxons, and while Sagramor had obeyed Arthur’ s ordersto Stay at his post, he
had asked Galahad to go to Durnovariato carry news of the night’ s events back to hisforces. The high
expectations worried Arthur, who feared hisfollowers would fed aterrible disgppointment if nothing

happened.

The expectations only increased, for that afternoon King Cuneglas of Powys rode into the town and
brought with him a dozen men including his son Perddel who was now a sdf-conscious youth trying to
grow hisfirst moustaches. Cuneglas embraced me. He was Ceinwyn’ s brother and amore decent,
honest man never lived. He had called on Meurig of Gwent on hisjourney south and now confirmed that
monarch’ s reluctance to fight the Saxons. *He believes his God will protect him,” Cuneglas said grimly.

‘Sodowe, | said, gesturing out of Durnovaria s palace window to the lower dopes of Mai Dun that
were thick with people hoping to be close to whatever the momentous night might bring. Many of the folk
had tried to climb to the top of the hill, but Merlin’s Blackshield spearmen were keeping them dl at a
distance. Inthefield just to the north of the fortress a brave group of Chrigtians prayed noisily that their
God would send rain to defeat the heathen rites, but they were chased away by an angry crowd. One
Christian woman was beaten insensible, and Arthur sent his own soldiers to keep the peace.

*So what happenstonight? Cuneglas asked me.
‘Maybe nothing, Lord King.’

‘I’ve comethisfar to see nothing? Culhwch grumbled. He was a squet, bellicose, foul-mouthed man
whom | counted among my closest friends. He had limped ever since a Saxon blade had scored deep
into hisleg in the battle against Adll€'s Saxons outside London, but he made no fuss about the thickly
scarred wound and claimed he was gtill as formidable a spearman as ever. * And what are you doing
here? he chalenged.Gaahad. ‘| thought you were a Christian?

‘lam.

‘Soyou're praying for rain, are you? Culhwch accused him. It was raining even as we spoke, though
it was nothing more than alight drizzle that spat from the west. Some men believed fair weather would
follow the drizzle, but inevitably there were pessmistswho forecast adeluge.

‘If it does pour with rain tonight,” Galahad needled Culhwch, *will you admit my God is grester than
yours?



‘I'll dit your throat,” Culhwch growled, who would do no such thing for he, like me, had been afriend
of Gdahad for many years.

Cuneglas went to talk with Arthur, Culhwch disappeared to discover whether ared-haired girl ill
plied for trade in atavern by Durnovaria s north gate, while Galahad and | walked with young Gwydre
into the town. The amaosphere was merry, indeed it was asif agreat autumn fair had filled Durnovaria's
streets and spilt onto the surrounding meadows. Merchants had set up stals, the tavernswere doing a
brisk business, jugglers dazzled the crowds with their skills and a score of bards chanted songs. A
performing bear lumbered up and down Durnovaria s hill beneath Bishop Emrys s house, becoming ever
more dangerous asfolk fed it bowls of mead. | glimpsed Bishop Sansum peering through awindow at
the great beast, but when he saw me he jerked back inside and pulled the wooden shutter closed. ‘How
long will he stay aprisoner? Galahad asked me.

“Till Arthur forgiveshim,” | said, ‘which hewill, for Arthur dwaysforgives hisenemies’
‘“How very Chrigtian of him.’

‘How very stupid of him,” | said, making sure that Gwydre was not in earshot. He had gone to look at
the bear. ‘But | can’t see Arthur forgiving your haf-brother,” | went on. ‘1 saw him afew daysago.’

‘Lancelot? Gaahad asked, sounding surprised. ‘Where?
‘With Cerdic.’

Gdahad made the sign of the cross, obliviousto the scowlsit attracted. In Durnovaria, asin most
townsin Dumnonia, the mgority of folk were Christian, but today the streets were thronged with pagans
from the countryside and many were eager to pick fightswith their Chritian enemies. Y ou think
Lancelot will fight for Cerdic? Galahad asked me.

‘Doesheever fight? | responded caudtically.

‘Hecan.

‘Thenif hefightsat dl,’ | sad, ‘it will befor Cerdic.’

‘“Then | pray | am given the chanceto kill him,” Gaahad said, and again crossed himsdif.

‘If Merlin'sschemeworks,” | said, ‘there won't beawar. Just adaughter led by the Gods.’
Galahad amiled. ‘Be honest with me, Derfd, will it work?

‘That' swhat we're hereto see,’ | said evasively, and it struck me suddenly that there must be ascore
of Saxon spiesin the town who would have come to see the same thing. Those men would probably be
followers of Lancelot, Britonswho could mingle unnoticed in the expectant throng that swelled dl day. If
Merlinfailed, | thought, then the Saxons would take heart and the spring battleswould be dl the harder.

The rain began to fall more steadily and | called Gwydre and the three of us ran back to the palace.
Gwydre begged hisfather for permission to watch the summoning from the fields close under Ma Dun's
ramparts, but Arthur shook hishead. ‘If it rainslikethis; Arthur told him, *then nothing will happen
anyway. You'll just catch cold, and then -" he stopped abruptly. And then your mother will be angry with
me, he had been about to say.

‘Thenyou'll passthe cold to Morwennaand Seren,’ | said, ‘and I’ll catch it from them, and I'll giveit
your father, and then the whole army will be sneezing when the Saxons come.’



Gwydre thought about that for a second, decided it was nonsense, and tugged hisfather’ s hand.
‘Please!’ hesaid.

“Y ou can watch from the upper hdl with therest of us’ Arthur inssted.

‘“Then can | go back and watch the bear,, father? It' s getting drunk and they’ re going to put dogs on it.
I’ll stand under aporch to keep dry. | promise. Please, father?

Arthur let him go and | sent Issato guard him, then Galahad and | climbed to the palace’ s upper hdll.
A year before, when Guinevere had till sometimes visited this palace, it had been elegant and clean, but
now it was neglected, dusty and forlorn. It was a Roman building and Guinevere had tried to restore it to
itsancient splendour, but it had been plundered by Lancelot’ s forcesin the rebellion and nothing had
been doneto repair the damage. Cuneglas s men had made afire on the hal’ sfloor and the heet of the
logs was buckling the smdl tiles. Cuneglas himsdf was standing a the wide window from where hewas
garing gloomily across Durnovarid s thatch and tile towards the dopes of Ma Dun that were amost
hidden by vellsof rain. ‘Itisgoing to let up, isn'tit? he appealed to us as we entered.

‘I1t'll probably get worse,” Galahad said, and just at that moment arumble of thunder sounded to the
north and the rain perceptibly hardened until it was bouncing four or five inches from the rooftops. The
fireawood on Ma Dun’s summit would be getting a soaking, but so far only the outer layerswould be
drenched while the timber deep in the heart of the fireswould till be dry. Indeed that inner timber would
stay dry through an hour or more of thisheavy rain, and dry timber a the heart of afire will soon burn the
damp from the outer layers, but if the rain persisted into the night then the fireswould never blaze
properly. ‘At least the rain will sober up the drunks,” Galahad observed.

Bishop Emrys appeared in the hal door, the black skirts of his priest’s robe drenched and muddy. He
gave Cuneglas s fearsome pagan spearmen aworried glance, then hurried over to join us at the window.
‘IsArthur here? he asked me.

‘He' ssomewhereinthe paace,’ | said, then introduced Emrysto King Cuneglas and added that the
Bishop was one of our good Chrigtians.

‘I trust wearedl good, Lord Derfdl,” Emrys said, bowing to the King.
‘Tomy mind,’ | said, ‘the good Christians are the ones who did not rebd against Arthur.’

‘Wasit arebdlion? Emrysasked. ‘| think it was amadness, Lord Derfel, brought on by pious hope,
and | daresay that what Merlinis doing thisday is exactly the samething. | suspect he will be
disappointed, just as many of my poor folk were disgppointed last year. But in tonight’ s disappoi ntment,
what might happen? That’ swhy I'm here’

‘“What will happen? Cuneglas asked.

Emrys shrugged. ‘ If Merlin’s Godsfail to gppear, Lord King, then who will be blamed? The
Chrigtians. And who will be daughtered by the mob? The Christians.” Emrys made the sign of the cross.
‘| want Arthur’ s promise to protect us.’

‘I'msureh€ll giveit gladly, Galahad said.

‘For you, Bishop,” | added, ‘hewill.” Emrys had stayed loya to Arthur, and he was agood man, even
if hewas as cautiousin his advice as he was ponderousin his old body. Like me, the Bishop wasa
member of the Royal Council, the body that ostensibly advised Mordred, though now that our King was
aprisoner in Lindinis, the council rardly met. Arthur saw the counsdllors privately, then made hisown



decisions, but the only decisionsthat really needed to be made were those that prepared Dumnoniafor
the Saxon invasion and al of uswere content to let Arthur carry that burden.

A fork of lightning dithered between the grey clouds, and amoment later a crack of thunder sounded
30 loud that we dl involuntarily ducked. Therain, aready hard, suddenly intensified, besting furioudy on
the roofs and churning streaml ets of water down Durnovaria s streets and dleys. Puddles spread on the
hdl floor.

‘Maybe,’ Cuneglas observed dourly, ‘the Gods don't want to be summoned?
‘Merlin saysthey arefar off,’ | said, ‘sothisrainisn’t their doing.’

‘Which is proof, surely, that agreater God is behind therain, Emrys argued.
‘At your request? Cuneglasenquired acidly.

‘I did not pray for rain, Lord King,” Emryssaid. ‘Indeed, if it will pleaseyou, | shdl pray for therain
to cease” And with that he closed his eyes, spread hisarmswide and raised hishead in prayer. The
solemnity of the moment was somewhat spailt by adrop of rainwater that came through the roof tilesto
fal straight onto histonsured forehead, but he finished his prayer and made the Sign of the cross.

And miraculoudy, just as Emrys s pudgy hand formed the sign of the cross on hisdirty gown, therain
began to rdent. A few flurries till came hard on the west wind, but the drumming on the roof ceased
abruptly and the air between our high window and Mai Dun’ s crest began to clear. The hill till looked
dark under the grey clouds, and there was nothing to be seen on the old fortress except for a handful of
spearmen guarding the ramparts and, below them, afew pilgrimswho had lodged themsdves ashigh as
they dared on the hill’ s dopes. Emrys was not certain whether to be pleased or downcast at the efficacy
of hisprayer, but the rest of us were impressed, especidly as arift opened in the western clouds and a
watery shaft of sunlight danted down to turn the dopes of Ma Dun green.

Slaves brought us warmed mead and cold venison, but | had no appetite. Instead | watched asthe
afternoon sank into evening and as the clouds grew ragged. The sky was clearing, and the west was
becoming a great furnace blaze of red above distant Lyonesse. The sun was sinking on Samain Eve, and
al across Britain and even in Chrigtian Ireland folk were leaving food and drink for the dead who would
crossthe gulf of Annwn on the bridge of swords. Thiswas the night when the ghostly procession of
shadowbodies cameto vist the earth where they had breathed and loved and died. Many had died on
Mal Dun and tonight that hill would be thick with their wraiths; then, inevitably, | thought of Dian’slittle
shadowbody wandering among the ruins of Ermid’ sHall.

Arthur cameto the hall and | thought how different he looked without Excdibur hanging inits
cross-hatched scabbard. He grunted when he saw the rain had stopped, then listened to Bishop Emrys's
plea ‘I'll have my spearmen in the streets,” he assured the Bishop, ‘and so long as your folks don't taunt
the pagans, they’ll be safe” Hetook a horn of mead from adave, then turned back to the Bishop. ‘I
wanted to see you anyway, he said, and told the Bishop hisworries about King Meurig of Gwent. * If
Gwent won't fight,” Arthur warned Emrys, ‘then the Saxonswill outnumber us’

Emrysblanched. * Gwent won't let Dumnoniafal, surey!”

‘Gwent has been bribed, Bishop,” | told him, and described how Adlle had alowed Meurig's
missonariesinto histerritory. * So long as Meurig thinks there' sa chance of converting the Sais” | said,
‘hewon’t lift asword againgt them.’

‘I must rgjoice at the thought of evangelizing the Saxons” Emrys said pioudy.



‘Don't,” | warned him. * Once those priests have served Adll€ s purpose he'll cut their throats.”

‘And afterwards cut ours,” Cuneglas added grimly. He and Arthur had decided to make ajoint visit to
the King of Gwent, and Arthur now urged Emrysto join them. ‘He ll listen to you, Bishop,” Arthur said,
‘and if you can convince him that Dumnonia s Chrigtians are more threatened by the Saxonsthan they are
by me, then he might change hismind.’

‘| shdl comegladly,” Emryssad, ‘very gladly.’

‘And a the very least,” Cuneglas said grimly, ‘young Meurig will need to be persuaded to let my army
cross histerritory.”

Arthur looked aarmed. ‘ He might refuse?

‘So my informants say,” Cuneglas said, then shrugged. * But if the Saxons do come, Arthur, | shall
cross histerritory whether he gives permission or not.’

‘Then there Il be war between Gwent and Powys,” Arthur noted sourly, ‘and that will help only the
Sais’ He shuddered. ‘Why did Tewdric ever give up thethrone? Tewdric was Meu-rig’ sfather, and
though Tewdric had been a Chrigtian he had dways led his men against the Saxons a Arthur’ sside.

Thelast red light in the west faded. For afew moments the world was suspended between light and
dark, and then the gulf swallowed us. We stood in the window, chilled by the damp wind, and watched
thefirg stars prick through the chasmsin the clouds. The waxing moon was low over the southern sea
whereitslight was diffused around the edges of acloud that hid the stars forming the head of the snake
congelation. It was nightfall on Samain Eve and the dead were coming.

A few fireslit Durnovaria s houses, but the country beyond was utterly black except where a shaft of
moonlight silvered a patch of trees on the shoulder of adigtant hill. Ma Dun was nothing but alooming
shadow in the darkness, a blackness at the dead night’ s black heart. The dark deepened, more stars
appeared and the moon flew wild between ragged clouds. The dead were streaming over the bridge of
swords now and were here among us, though we could not see them, or hear them, but they were here,
inthe palace, in the dtreets, in every valey and town and household of Britain, while on the battlefields,
where so many souls had been torn from their earthly bodies, the dead were wandering as thick as
garlings. Dian was under the trees at Ermid’ s Hall, and till the shadowbodies streamed across the bridge
of swordstofill theide of Britain. One day, | thought, | too would come on this night to see my children
and their children and their children’ s children. For dl time, | thought, my soul would wander the earth
each Samain Eve.

The wind camed. The moon was again hidden by a great bank of cloud that hung above Armorica,
but above us the skieswere clearer. The stars, where the Gods lived, blazed in the emptiness. Culhwch
had come back to the palace and he joined us at the window where we crowded to watch the night.
Gwydre had returned from the town, though after awhile he got bored with staring into adamp darkness
and went to see hisfriends among the palace' s spearmen.

‘“When do theritesbegin? Arthur asked.

‘Not for along timeyet,” | warned him. ‘ The firesmust burn for six hours before the ceremony starts”
‘How does Merlin count the hours? Cuneglas asked.

‘In hishead, Lord King,” | answered.

The dead glided among us. The wind had dropped to nothing and the stillness made the dogs howl in



the town. The stars, framed by the silver-edged clouds, seemed unnaturaly bright.

And then, quite suddenly, from the dark within the night’ s harsh dark, from Ma Dun’ swide walled
summit, the firgt fire blazed and the summoning of the Gods had begun.

F or amoment that one flame legpt pure and bright above Mai Dun’ s ramparts, then the fires spread

until the wide bowl formed by the grassy banks of the fortresswalls wasfilled with adim and smoky
light. I imagined men thrusting torches deep into the high, wide hedges, then running with the flame to
carry thefire out into the central spira or ong the outer rings. Thefires caught dowly a first, the flames
fighting againgt the hissing wet timbers above them, but the heat gradualy boiled away the damp and the
glow of the blaze became brighter and brighter until the fire had at last gripped dl that great pattern and
the light flared huge and triumphant in the night. The crest of the hill was now aridge of fire, aboiling
tumult of flame above which the smoke was touched red asit churned skywards. The fires were bright
enough to cast flickering shadowsin Durnovariawhere the streets were filled with people; some had even
climbed onto rooftops to watch the distant conflagration.

*Six hours? Culhwch asked me with disbdief.
‘So Melintold me’

Culhwech spat. * Six hours! | could go back to the redhead.” But he did not move, indeed none of us
moved; instead we watched that dance of flame above the hill. It was the balefire of Britain, the end of
history, the summons to the Gods, and we watched it in a tense silence as though we expected to seethe
livid smoke torn apart by the descent of the Gods.

It was Arthur who broke thetension. ‘Food,” he said gruffly. * If we have to wait six hours, then we
might aswdll eat.’

Therewas small conversation during that mea, and most of what there was concerned King Meurig of
Gwent and the terrible possibility that he would keep his spearmen out of the coming war. If, | kept
thinking, there would bewar at dl, and | constantly glanced out of the window to where the flames legpt
and the smoke boiled. | tried to gauge the passing of the hours, but in truth | had no idea whether one
hour passed or two before the meal ended and we were once again standing beside the big open window
to gaze at Ma Dun where, for thefirst time ever, the Treasures of Britain had been assembled. There
was the Basket of Garanhir which was awillow-woven dish that might carry aloaf and somefishes,
though the weave was now o ragged that any respectable woman would long ago have consigned the
basket to the fire. The Horn of Bran Galed was an ox horn that was black with age and chipped at its
tin-rimmed edges. The Chariot of Modron had been broken over the years and was so smdl that none
but achild could ever rideinit, if indeed it could ever be reassembled. The Halter of Eiddyn was an ox
halter of frayed rope and rusted iron rings that even the poorest peasant would hesitate to use. The Knife
of Laufrodedd was blunt and broad-bladed and had a broken wooden handle, while the Whetstone of
Tudwal was an abraded thing any craftsman would be ashamed to possess. The Coat of Padarn was
threadbare and patched, abeggar’ s garment, but il in better repair than the Cloak of Rhegadd which
was supposed to grant itswearer invisibility, but which was now scarcely more than a cobweb. The Dish
of Rhygenydd was aflat wooden platter cracked beyond al use, while the Throwboard of Gwenddolau
was an old, warped piece of wood on which the gaming marks had worn amost clean away. The Ring of
Eluned looked like acommon warrior-ring, the smple meta circlesthat spearmen liked to make from
their dead enemy’ swegpons, but adl of us had thrown away better-looking warrior-rings than the Ring of



Eluned. Only two of the Treasures had any intrinsc value. One was the Sword of Rhydderch, Excdibur,
that had been forged in the Otherworld by Gofannon himsdlf, and the other was the Cauldron of Clyddno
Eiddyn. Now dl of them, the tawdry and the splendid alike, were ringed by fireto signd to their distant
Gods.

The sky was il clearing, though some clouds were still heaped above the southern horizon where, as
we went deeper into that night of the dead, lightning began to flicker. That lightning wasthe first sgn of
the Gods and, in fear of them, | touched theiron of Hywelbane' s hilt, but the grest flashes of light were
far, far away, perhaps above the distant sea or even further off above Armorica. For an hour or more the
lightning raked the southern sky, but dwaysin slence. Once awhole cloud seemed lit from within, and
we al gasped and Bishop Emrys made the sign of the cross.

The digtant lightning faded, leaving only the greet fire raging within Ma Dun’sramparts. It wasasigna
fireto crossthe Gulf of Annwn, ablaze to reach into the darkness between the worlds. What were the
dead thinking, | wondered? Was a horde of shadow-souls clustering around Mai Dun to witnessthe
summoning of the Gods? | imagined the reflections of those flames flickering aong the sted blades of the
bridge of swords and maybe reaching into the Otherworld itself and | confess| wasfrightened. The
lightning had vanished, and nothing now seemed to be happening other then the grest fire' sviolence, but
al of us, | think, were aware that the world trembled on the brink of change.

Then, sometime in the passing of those hours, the next Sign came. It was Galahad who first saw it. He
crossed himself, stared out of the window as though he could not believe what he was seeing, then
pointed up above the great plume of smoke that was casting avell acrossthe sars. ‘Do you seeit? he
asked, and we all pressed into the window to gaze upwards.

And | saw that thelights of the night sky had come.

We had dl seen such lights before, though not often, but their arrival on this night was surely sgnificant.
At firgt there was just a shimmering blue haze in the dark, but dowly the haze strengthened and grew
brighter, and ared curtain of fire joined the blue to hang like arippled cloth among the stars. Merlin had
told methat such lights were common in the far north, but these were hanging in the south, and then,
glorioudy, abruptly, the whole space above our heads was shot through with blue and silver and crimson
cascades. We all went down into the courtyard to see better, and there we stood awestruck asthe
heavens glowed. From the courtyard we could no longer see thefiresof Ma Dun, but their light filled the
southern sky, just asthe weirder lights arched glorioudly above our heads.

‘Do you believe now, Bishop? Culhwch asked.

Emrys seemed unable to speak, but then he shuddered and touched the wooden cross hanging about
his neck. ‘We have never,” he said quietly, ‘ denied the existence of other powers. Itisjust that we
believe our God to bethe only true God.’

‘And the other Gods are what? Cuneglas asked.

Emrysfrowned, unwilling at first to answer, but honesty made him speek. * They are the powers of
darkness, Lord King.’

‘The powersof light, surdly,” Arthur said in awe, for even Arthur was impressed. Arthur, who would
prefer that the Gods never touched us at dl, was seeing their power in the sky and he wasfilled with
wonderment. ‘ So what happens now? he asked.

He had put the question to me, but it was Bishop Emryswho answered. ‘ There will be death, Lord,’
hesad.



‘Death? Arthur asked, unsure that he had heard correctly.

Emrys had gone to stand under the arcade, as though he feared the strength of the magic that flickered
and flowed so bright acrossthe stars. * All religions use death, Lord,” he said pedanticdly, ‘even ours
believesin sacrifice. It isjust that in Chrigtianity it was the Son of God who was killed so that no one
again would ever need to be knifed on an dtar, but | can think of no religion that does not use desth as
part of itsmystery. Ogriswaskilled,” he suddenly redized he was speaking of 19S sworship, the bane of
Arthur’slife, and hurried on, ‘ Mithras died, too, and hisworship requires the death of bulls. All our Gods
die, Lord, the Bishop said, ‘and dl rdligions except Chrigtianity recreate those desaths as part of their
worship.”

‘We Chrigtians have gone beyond desth,” Galahad said, ‘into life’

‘Praise God we have, Emrys agreed, making the sign of the cross, ‘ but Merlin hasnot.” Thelightsin
the sky were brighter now; great curtains of colours through which, like threadsin atapestry, flickers of
white light streaked and dropped. ‘ Desath isthe most powerful magic,” the Bishop said disapprovingly. ‘A
merciful God would not alow it, and our God ended it by hisown Son’sdeath.’

‘Merlin doesn’'t use death,” Culhwch said angrily.

‘Hedoes,” | spoke softly. ‘ Before we went to fetch the Cauldron he made a human sacrifice. Hetold
rre)

‘Who? Arthur asked sharply.
‘l don’t know, Lord.’
‘He was probably telling stories,” Culhwch said, gazing upwards, ‘ helikesto do that.’

‘Or morelikely hewastdling thetruth, Emryssaid. ‘ The old religion demanded much blood, and
usudly it was human. We know so little, of course, but | remember old Balise telling me that the Druids
were fond of killing humans. They were usualy prisoners. Some were burned dive, others put into death
pits’

‘And some escaped,’ | added softly, for | mysdlf had been thrown into a Druid’ s death pit asasmall
child and my escape from that horror of dying, broken bodies had led to my adoption by Merlin.

Emrysignored my comment. ‘ On other occasions, of course,” he went on, ‘amore valuable sacrifice
was required. In ElImet and Cornoviathey still speak of the sacrifice madein the Black Year.

‘What sacrifice wasthat? Arthur asked.

‘It could just be alegend,” Emrys said, ‘for it happened too long ago for memory to be accurate” The
Bishop was speaking about the Black Y ear in which the Romans had captured Y nys Mon and so torn
the heart from the Druids' religion, adark event that had happened more than four hundred yearsin our
past. ‘But folk in those parts till talk of King Cefydd' s sacrifice, Emrys continued. ‘It' salong time since
| heard thetale, but Balise always believed it. Cefydd, of course, was facing the Roman army and it
seemed likely he would be overwhelmed, so he sacrificed his most valuable possession.’

‘Whichwas? Arthur demanded. He had forgotten the lightsin the sky and was staring fixedly at the
Bishop.

“His son, of course. It was ever thus, Lord. Our own God sacrificed His Son, Jesus Christ, and even
demanded that Abraham kill 1saac, though, of course, He relented in that desire. But Cefydd’ s Druids



persuaded him to kill hisson. It didn’t work, of course. History records that the Romans killed Cefydd
and dl hisarmy and then destroyed the Druid’ sgroveson YnysMon.” | sensed the Bishop was tempted
to add some thanksto his God for that destruction, but Emryswas no Sansum and thus was tactful
enough to keep histhanks unspoken.

Arthur walked to the arcade. ‘ What is happening on that hilltop, Bishop? he asked in alow voice.
‘| cannot possibly tell, Lord, Emryssaid indignantly.

‘But you think thereiskilling?

‘I think itispossible, Lord,” Emryssaid nervoudy. ‘I think it likely, even.’

‘Killing who? Arthur demanded, and the harshness of his voice made every man in the courtyard turn
from the glory inthe Sky to Sareat him.

‘If it isthe old sacrifice, Lord, and the supreme sacrifice, Emryssaid, ‘then it will be the son of the
ruler.

‘Gawain, son of Budic,” | said softly, ‘and Mardoc’
‘Mardoc? Arthur svung on me.

‘A child of Mordred's, | answered, suddenly understanding why Merlin had asked me about
Cywwyllog, and why he had taken the child to Mai Dun, and why he had treated the boy so well. Why
had | not understood before? It seemed obvious now.

‘Where' s Gwydre? Arthur asked suddenly.

For afew heartbeats no one answered, then Galahad gestured towards the gatehouse. ‘ He was with
the spearmen,” Galahad said, ‘ while we had supper.’

But Gwydre was there no longer, nor was he in the room where Arthur dept when hewasin
Durnovaria. He was nowhere to be found, and no one recalled having seen him since dusk. Arthur utterly
forgot the magical lights as he searched the pal ace, hunting from the cdllars to the orchard, but finding no
sign of hisson. | was thinking about Nimue' swords to me on Ma Dun when she had encouraged me to
bring Gwydre to Durnovaria, and remembering her argument with Merlin in Lindinis about who truly
ruled Dumnonia, and | did not want to believe my suspicions, but could not ignorethem. ‘Lord,’ | caught
Arthur’ sdeeve. ‘1 think he' s been taken to the hill. Not by Merlin, but by Nimue.’

‘He' snot aking' sson,” Emrys said very nervoudly.

‘Gwydreisthe son of aruler!” Arthur shouted, ‘ does anyone here deny that? No onedid and
suddenly no one dared say athing. Arthur turned towards the palace. ‘ Hygwydd! A sword, spesr,
shidd, Llamre! Quick!’

‘Lord!” Culhwch intervened.

‘Quiet!” Arthur shouted. Hewasin afury now and it was me he vented hisrage on for | had
encouraged him to allow Gwydre to come to Durnovaria. ‘ Did you know what was to happen? he
asked me.

‘Of coursenat, Lord. | till don't know. Y ou think | would hurt Gwydre?

Arthur stared grimly at me, then turned away. * None of you need come,” he said over his shoulder,



‘but | am riding to Mai Dun to fetch my son.” He strode across the courtyard to where Hygwydd, his
servant, was holding Llamrel while agroom saddled her. Gaahad followed him quietly.

| confessthat for afew seconds| did not move. | did not want to move. | wanted the Gods to come. |
wanted al our troublesto be ended by the beat of great wings and the miracle of Beli Mawr gtriding the
earth. | wanted Merlin’sBritain.

And then | remembered Dian. Was my youngest daughter in the paace courtyard that night? Her soul
must have been on the earth, for it was Samain Eve, and suddenly there were tears at my eyesas|
recaled the agony of achild logt. | could not stand in Durnovaria s paace courtyard while Gwydre died,
nor while Mardoc suffered. | did not want to go to Ma Dun, but | knew | could not face Ceinwyn if | did
nothing to prevent the desth of achild and so | followed Arthur and Galahad.

Culhwch stopped me. * Gwydreisawhore sson,” he growled too softly for Arthur to hear.

| chose not to quarrel about the lineage of Arthur’sson. * If Arthur goesalone,” | said insteed, *he'll be
killed. There are two score of Blackshields on that hill.’

‘And if we go, we make ourselvesinto the enemies of Merlin,” Culhwch warned me.
‘Andif wedon't go,’ | said, ‘we make an enemy of Arthur.’
Cuneglas came to my side and put a hand on my shoulder. *Wdl?

‘I'mriding with Arthur,” | answered. | did not want to, but | could not do otherwise. *Issal’ | shouted.
‘A horse!’

‘If you'regoing,” Culhwch grumbled, ‘I suppose I’ll have to come. Just to make sure you' re not hurt.’
Then suddenly all of uswere shouting for horses, wegpons and shields.

Why did we go? | have thought so often about that night. | can still seethe flickering lights shaking the
heavens, and smell the smoke streaming from Ma Dun’s summit, and fed the greet weight of magic that
pressed on Britain, yet still werode. | know | wasin confusion on that flame-riven night. | was driven by
asentimentality about achild's death, and by Dian’ s memory, and by my guilt because | had encouraged
Gwydreto be a Durnovaria, but above dl there was my affection for Arthur. And what, then, of my
affection for Merlin and Nimue? | suppose | had never thought they needed me, but Arthur did, and on
that night when Britain was trapped between the fire and the light, | rodeto find his son.

Twelve of usrode. Arthur, Galahad, Culhwch, Derfel and | ssawere the Dumnonians, the others were
Cuneglas and hisfollowers. Today, where the story is il told, children are taught that Arthur, Galahad
and | were the three ravagers of Britain, but there were twelveridersin that night of the dead. We had no
body armour, just our shields, but every man carried a spear and asword.

Folk shrank to the Sdes of the firdlit street aswe rode towards Durnovarid s southern gate. The gate
was open, asit was | eft open every Samain Eveto give the dead access to the town. We ducked under
the gate beams then gall oped south and west between fields filled with people who stared enthralled at
the boiling mix of flame and smoke that streamed from the hill’ s summit.

Arthur set aterrifying pace and | clung to my saddle pommé, fearful of being thrown. Our cloaks
streamed behind, our sword scabbards banged up and down, while above us the heavens werefilled
with smoke and light. | could smell the burning wood and hear the crackle of the flameslong before we
reached the hill’sdope.

No onetried to stop us as we urged the horses uphill. It was not till we reached the intricate tangle of



the gateway maze that any spearmen opposed us. Arthur knew the fortress, because when he and
Guinevere had lived in Durnovariathey had often cometo its summit in the summertime and he led us
unerringly through the twisting passage and it was there that three Black-shields levelled their spearsto
halt us. Arthur did not hesitate. He rammed his heels back, aimed his own long spear and let LIamrel run.
The Blackshields twisted aside, shouting helplessy as the big horses thundered past.

The night was dl noise and light now. The noise was of amighty fire and the splitting of wholetreesin
the heart of the hungry flames. Smoke shrouded the lightsin the sky. There were spearmen shouting at us
from the ramparts, but none opposed us as we burst through the inner wal onto Mai Dun’s summit.

And there we were stopped, not by Blackshields, but by ablast of searing hest. | saw Llamrel rear
and twist away from the flames, saw Arthur clinging to her mane and saw her eyesflash red with
reflected fire. The heat was like athousand smithy furnaces; abellowing blast of scorching air that made
usdl flinch and red away. | could see nothing insde the flames, for the centre of Merlin’ sdesign was
hidden by the seething walls of fire. Arthur kicked Llamrel back towards me. *Which way? he shouted.

| must have shrugged.
‘How did Merlin get ingde? Arthur asked.

| madeaguess. ‘Thefar side, Lord.” The temple was on the eastern side of the firemaze and |
suspected a passage must surely have been left through the outer spirals.

Arthur hauled on hisrein and urged LIamrel up the dope of the inner rampart to the path that ran dong
its crest. The Blackshields scattered rather than face him. We rode up the rampart after Arthur, and
though our horses were terrified of the greet fire to their right, they followed LIamrel through the whirling
sparks and smoke. Once agreat section of fire collapsed as we galloped past and my horse swerved
away from the inferno onto the outer face of the inner rampart. For asecond | thought she was going to
tumble down into the ditch and | was hanging desperately out of the saddle with my left hand tangled in
her mane, but somehow she found her footing, regained the path and galloped on.

Once past the northern tip of the greet fire rings Arthur turned down onto the summit plateau again. A
glowing ember had landed on hiswhite cloak and started the wool smouldering, and | rode dongside him
and begt the small fire out. ‘“Where? he called to me.

‘There, Lord,” | pointed to the spiras of fire nearest to the temple. | could see no gap there, but aswe
drew closer it was apparent that there had been a gap which had been closed with firewood, though that
new wood was not nearly so thickly stacked as the rest and there was a narrow space where thefire,
rather than being eight or ten feet tal, was no higher than aman’ swaist. Beyond that low gap lay the
open space between the outer and inner spirals, and in that space we could see more Blackshields
wating.

Arthur walked Llamre towards the gap. He was leaning forward, speaking to the horse, amost asif
he was explaining to her what he wanted. She was frightened. Her ears kept pricking back, and she took
short nervous steps, but she did not shy from the raging fires that burned on either side of the only
passage into the heart of the hilltop fire. Arthur stopped her afew paces short of the gap and calmed her,
though her head kept tossing and her eyes were wide and white. He let her look at the gap, then he
patted her neck, spoke to her again, and wheeled away.

Hetrotted in awide circle, spurred her ii\to a canter, then spurred her again ashe amed at the gap.
Shetossed her head and | thought she would baulk, but then she seemed to make up her mind and flew
at theflames. Cuneglas and Galahad followed. Culhwch cursed &t the risk we were taking, then dl of us
kicked our horsesin Llamrel’ swake.



Arthur crouched over the mare’ s neck as she pounded towards the fire. Hewas letting LIamrei choose
her pace and she dowed again. | thought she would shy away, then | saw she was gathering hersef for
the leap between the flames. | was shouting, trying to cover my fear, then Llamrel jumped and | lost Sight
of her asthewind snatched a cloak of flaming smoke over the gap. Galahad was next into the space, but
Cuneglas s horse swerved away. | was gdloping hard behind Culhwch, and the heat and clamour of the
fireswasfilling thenoisy air. | think | half wanted my horseto refuse, but she kept on and | closed my
eyes as the flame and smoke surrounded me. | felt the horse rise, heard her whinny, then we thumped
down inddethe outer ring of flame and | fet avast relief and wanted to shout in triumph.

Then aspear ripped into my cloak just behind my shoulder. | had been so intent on surviving thefire
that | had not thought about what waited for usinside the flamering. A Blackshield had lunged at me and
had missed, but now he abandoned the spear and ran to pull me from the saddle. He was too close for
my own spear blade to be of use so | smply rammed the staff down at his head and kicked my horse on.
The man seized my spear. | let it go, drew Hywelbane and hacked back once. | glimpsed Arthur circling
on Llamrei and flailing left and right with his sword, and now | did the same. Galahad kicked amanin the
face, speared another, then spurred away. Culhwch had seized a Blackshield' s helmet crest and was
dragging the man towards the fire. The man tried desperately to untie the chin strap, then screamed as
Culhwch hurled him &t the flames before wheding away.

| ssawas through the gap now, and so were Cuneglas and his six followers. The surviving Blackshields
had fled towards the centre of the maze of fire and we followed them, trotting between two legping walls
of flame. The borrowed sword in Arthur’ s hand was red with light. He kicked LIamrel and she began to
canter and the Blackshields, knowing they must be caught, ran aside and dropped their spearsto show
they would fight no more.

We had to ride hafway around the circleto find the entrance to the inner spird. The gap between the
inner and outer fireswas agood thirty paces across, wide enough to let us ride without being roasted
alive, but the space insde the spiral’ s passage was | ess than ten paces in width, and these were the
biggest fires, thefiercest, and we dl hesitated at the entrance. We could sill see nothing of what
happened within the circle. Did Merlin know we were here? Did the Gods? | |ooked up, haf expecting a
vengeful spear to hurtle down from heaven, but there was only the twisting canopy of smoke shrouding
the fire-tortured, light-cascading sky.

And so werodeinto the last spirdl. Werode hard and fast, galloping in atightening curve between the
roaring blast of legping flames. Our nogtrils filled with smoke as embers scorched our faces, but turn by
turn we drew ever nearer to the mystery’s centre.

Thenoise of the fires obscured our coming. | think that Merlin and Nimue had no ideathat their ritual
was about to be ended for they did not see us. Instead the guards at the circle’ s centre saw usfirst and
they shouted in warning and ran to oppose us, but Arthur came out of the fireslike ademon cloaked in
smoke. Indeed, his clothes streamed smoke as he shouted a challenge and rammed Llamrel hard into the
Blackshields hasty, hdf-formed shild wall. He broke that wall by sheer speed and weight, and the rest
of usfollowed, swords swinging, while the handful of loya Blackshields scattered.

Gwydre was there. And Gwydre lived.

Hewasin the grip of two Blackshieldswho, seeing Arthur, et the boy go free. Nimue screamed at us,
winging curses across the centra ring of five fires as Gwydre ran sobbing to hisfather’ sside. Arthur
leaned down and with a strong arm lifted his son onto the saddle. Then he turned to look a Merlin.

Merlin, hisface streaming with sweet, gazed camly at us. He was halfway up aladder that wasleaning
againg agalows made of two tree trunks struck upright in the ground and crossed by athird, and that



galows now stood in the very centre of thefivefiresthat formed the middlering. The Druid wasina
white robe and the deeves of that robe were red with blood from their cuffsto the elbow. In his hand
was along knife, but on hisface, | swear, there was amomentary look of utter relief.

The boy Mardoc lived, though he would not have lived for long. The child was aready naked, dl but
for agtrip of cloth that had been tied about his mouth to silence his screams, and he was hanging from the
gdlows by hisankles. Next to him, aso hanging by the ankles, was a pale, thin body that |ooked very
whitein the flamelight, except that the corpse’ sthroat had been cut dmost to the spineand al the man’s
blood had run down into the Cauldron, and till it ran to drip from the lank, reddened ends of Gawain's
long hair. The hair was so long that its gory tressesfdll ingde the golden rim of the silver Cauldron of
Clyddno Eiddyn, and it was only by that long hair that | knew it was Gawain who hung there, for his
handsome face was sheeted with blood, hidden by blood, cloaked in blood.

Merlin, till with the long knife that had killed Gawain in his hand, seemed dumbstruck by our coming.
Hislook of relief had vanished and now | could not read hisface at al, but Nimue was shrieking at us.
She held up her left pam, the one with the scar that was the twin of the scar on my left pam. ‘Kill
Arthur!” she shouted a me. ‘ Derfd! Y ou are my sworn man! Kill him! We can't stop now!”

A sword blade suddenly glittered by my beard. Galahad held it, and Galahad smiled gently a me.
‘Don’'t move, my friend,” he said. He knew the power of oaths. He knew, too, that | would not kill
Arthur, but he was trying to spare me Nimue' s vengeance. ‘If Derfel moves,” he called to Nimue, ‘1 shdl
cut histhroat.’

‘Cut it shescreamed. ‘ Thisisanight for the death of kings sons!’
‘Not my son,” Arthur said.
“You are no King, Arthur gp Uther,” Merlin spoke at lagt.  Did you think | would kill Gwydre?

‘Thenwhy ishe here? Arthur asked. He had one arm around Gwydre, while the other held his
reddened sword. ‘“Why ishe here? Arthur demanded again, more angrily.

For once Merlin had nothing to say and it was Nimue who answered. ‘Heis here, Arthur ap Uther,’
she said with a sneer, ‘ because the death of that miserable creature may not suffice.” She pointed at
Mardoc who was wriggling hel plessy on the galows. *Heisthe son of aKing, but not the rightful heir.

‘So Gwydre would have died? Arthur asked.

‘And cometo lifel” Nimue said belligerently. She had to shout to be heard above the angry splintering
noise of thefires. ‘Do you not know the power of the Cauldron? Place the dead in the bowl! of Clyddno
Eiddyn and the dead walk again, they breathe again, they live.” She stalked towards Arthur, amadnessin
her one eye. * Give me the boy, Arthur.’

‘No.” Arthur pulled Llamrei’ srein and the mare legpt away from Nimue. She turned on Merlin. “Kill
him!’ she screamed, pointing & Mardoc. ‘We can try him at least. Kill him!’

‘Nol’ | shouted.

‘Kill him!” Nimue screeched, and then, when Merlin made no move, she ran towards the gallows.
Merlin seemed unable to move, but then Arthur turned Llamrei again and headed Nimue off. Helet his
horse ram her so that she tumbled to the turf.

‘Let thechild live, Arthur said to Merlin. Nimue was clawing at him, but he pushed her avay and,
when she came back, al teeth and hooked hands, he swung the sword close to her head and that threat



camed her.

Merlin moved the bright blade so that it was close to Mardoc’ sthroat. The Druid |ooked almost
gentle, despite his blood-soaked deeves and the long blade in his hand. * Do you think, Arthur ap Uther,
that you can defeat the Saxons without the help of the Gods? he asked.

Arthur ignored the question. * Cut the boy down,” he commanded.
Nimue turned on him. * Do you wish to be cursed, Arthur?
‘l am cursed,” he answered bitterly.

‘Let theboy diel” Merlin shouted from the ladder. ‘ He' s nothing to you, Arthur. A by-blow of aKing,
abastard born to awhore.’

‘And what elseam |7 Arthur shouted, * but a by-blow of aKing, abastard born to awhore?

‘Hemust die; Merlin said patiently, *and his death will bring the Gods to us, and when the Gods are
here, Arthur, we shal put his body in the Cauldron and let the breath of life return.’

Arthur gestured at the horrid, life-drained body of Gawain, his nephew. ‘ And one degth is not
enough?

‘One death is never enough,” Nimue said. She had run around Arthur’ s horse to reach the gallows
where she now held Mardoc' s head till so that Merlin could dit histhroat.

Arthur walked Llamrei closer to the gdlows. * And if the Gods do not come after two degths, Merlin,’
he asked, * how many more?

‘Asmany asit needs, Nimue answered.

‘And every time,” Arthur spoke loudly, so we could dl hear him, ‘that Britainisin trouble, every time
thereisan enemy, every timethereisaplague, every time that men and women are frightened, we shal
take children to the scaffold?

‘If the Gods come,” Merlin said, ‘there will be no more plague or fear or war.’
‘And will they come? Arthur asked.

‘They are coming!” Nimue screamed. ‘Look!” And she pointed upwards with her free hand, and we
al looked and | saw that the lightsin the Sky were fading. The bright blues were dimming to purple black,
the reds were smoky and vague, and the stars were brightening again beyond the dying curtains. ‘No!’
Nimuewailed, ‘no!” And she drew out the last cry into alament that seemed to last for ever.

Arthur had taken Llamrei right up to the gallows. ‘Y ou cdl methe Amherawdr of Britain,” hesaid to
Merlin, *and an emperor must rule or cease to be emperor, and | will not rule in aBritain where children
must be killed to save thelives of adults’

‘Don’'t be absurd!” Merlin protested. ‘ Sheer sentimentality!”’

‘I would be remembered,” Arthur said, ‘asajust man, and there is aready too much blood on my
hands’

“You will beremembered,” Nimue spat a him, ‘asatraitor, as aravager, asacoward.’



‘But not,” Arthur said mildly, ‘ by the descendants of this child,” and with that he reached up and
dashed with his sword at the rope that held Mardoc’ s ankles. Nimue screamed as the boy féll, then she
leapt at Arthur again with her hands hooked like claws, but Arthur smply backhanded her hard and fast
across the head with theflat of his sword blade so that she spun away dazed. The force of the blow
could eadly be heard above the crackling of flames. Nimue staggered, dack-jawed and with her one eye
unfocused, and then she dropped.

‘ Should have done that to Guinevere, Culhwch growled to me.

Gdahad had |eft my side, dismounted, and now freed Mardoc’ s bonds. The child immediately began
screaming for his mother.

‘I never could abide noisy children,” Merlin said mildly, then he shifted the ladder so that it rested
beside the rope holding Gawain to the beam. He climbed the rungsdowly. ‘1 don’'t know,” hesaid ashe
clambered upwards, ‘ whether the Gods have come or not. Y ou al of you expected too much, and
maybe they are here already. Who knows? But we shdl finish without the blood of Mordred' s child,’
and with that he sawed clumsily at the rope holding Gawain’ s ankles. The body swayed as he cut so that
the blood-soaked hair dapped at the Cauldron’ s edge, but then the rope parted and the corpse dropped
heavily into the blood that splashed up to stain the Cauldron’srim. Merlin climbed dowly down the
ladder, then ordered the Blackshields who had been watching the confrontation to fetch the great wicker
baskets of sdt that were standing afew yards awvay. The men scooped the sat into the Cauldron,
packing it tight around Gawain's hunched and naked body.

‘“What now? Arthur asked, sheathing his sword.
‘Nothing, Merlinsad. ‘Itisover.
‘Excdibur? Arthur demanded.

‘Sheisin the southernmost spird,” Merlin said, pointing that way, ‘though | suspect you will haveto
wait for the firesto burn out before you can retrieve her.’

‘No!” Nimue had recovered enough to protest. She spat blood from the inside of her cheek that had
been split open by Arthur’ sblow. ‘ The Treasures are ours!’

‘The Treasures, Merlin said wearily, * have been gathered and used. They are nothing now. Arthur
may have hissword. HE |l need it Heturned and threw hislong knife into the nearest fire, then turned to
watch asthe two Blackshields finished packing the Cauldron. The sdt turned pink asit covered
Gawain’s hideoudy wounded body. ‘ In the spring,” Merlin said, ‘the Saxonswill come, and then we shdl
seeif therewas any magic herethisnight.’

Nimue screamed at us. She wept and raved, she spat and cursed, she promised us degth by air, by
fire, by land and by sea. Merlin ignored her, but Nimue was never ready to accept half measures and that
night she became Arthur’ s enemy. That night she began to work on the cursesthat would give her
revenge on the men who stopped the Gods coming to Ma Dun. She called us the ravagers of Britain and
she promised us horror.

We gtayed on the hill dl night. The Gods did not come, and the fires burned so fiercely that it was not
till thefollowing afternoon that Arthur could retrieve Excalibur. Mardoc was given back to his mother,
though | later heard he died that winter of afever.

Merlin and Nimue took the other Treasures away. An ox-cart carried the Cauldron with its ghastly
contents. Nimue led theway and Merlin, like an old obedient man, followed her. They took Anbarr,



Gawain’'s uncut, unbroken black horse, and they took the great banner of Britain, and where they went
none of us knew, but we guessed it would be awild place to the west where Nimuge' s curses could be
honed through the sorms of winter.

Before the Saxons came.

It isodd, looking back, to remember how Arthur was hated then. In the summer he had broken the
hopes of the Christians and now, in the late autumn, he had destroyed the pagan dreams. Asever, he
seemed surprised by his unpopularity. ‘“What elsewas | supposed to do? he demanded of me. ‘Let my
son die?

‘Cefydd did,’ | sid unhelpfully.

‘And Cefydd gtill lost the battle!” Arthur said sharply. We wereriding north. | was going hometo Dun
Caric, while Arthur, with Cuneglas and Bishop Emrys, wastravelling on to meet King Meurig of Gwent.
That meeting was the only businessthat mattered to Arthur. He had never trusted the Godsto save
Britain from the Sai's, but he reckoned that eight or nine hundred of Gwent’ swell-trained spearmen could
tip the balance. His head seethed with numbers that winter. Dumnonia, he reckoned, could field six
hundred spearmen of whom four hundred had been tested in battle. Cuneglas would bring another four
hundred, the Blackshield Irish another hundred and fifty and to those we could add maybe a hundred
magterless men who might come from Armoricaor the northern kingdoms to seek plunder. * Say twelve
hundred men,” Arthur would guess, then he would worry the figure up or down according to hismood,
but if his mood was optimistic he sometimes dared add eight hundred men from Gwent to give usatota
of two thousand men, yet even that, he claimed, might not be enough because the Saxonswould
probably field an even larger army. Aelle could assemble at |least seven hundred spears, and hiswasthe
weaker of the two Saxon kingdoms. We estimated Cerdic’ s spears at athousand, and rumours were
reaching usthat Cerdic was buying spearmen from Clovis, the King of the Franks. Those hired men were
being paid in gold, and had been promised more gold when victory yielded them the treasury of
Dumnonia. Our spies aso reported that the Saxons would wait until after the Feast of Eostre, their spring
fedtival, to give the new boats time to come from acrossthe sea. ‘ They’ |l have two and a half thousand
men,” Arthur reckoned, and we had only twelve hundred if Meurig would not fight. We could raise the
levy, of course, but no levy would stand against properly trained warriors, and our levy of old men and
boys would be opposed by the Saxon fyrd.

‘So without Gwent’ s spearmen,” | said gloomily, ‘we re doomed.’

Arthur had rarely smiled since Guinevere streachery, but he smiled now. ‘ Doomed? Who saysthat?
“You do, Lord. The numbersdo.’

“Y ou’ve never fought and won when you' ve been outnumbered?

‘Yes, Lord, | have’

‘Sowhy can’'t wewin again?

‘Only afool seeks abattle against a stronger enemy, Lord,” | said.

‘Only afool seeksabattle, he said vigoroudy. ‘I don't want to fight in the spring. It’ sthe Saxonswho
want to fight, and we have no choice in the matter. Believe me, Derfe, | don’t wish to be outnumbered,
and whatever | can do to persuade Meurig to fight, | will do, but if Gwent won't march then we shall
have to beat the Saxons by oursalves. And we can beat them! Bdieve that, Derfdl!’



‘| believed inthe Treasures, Lord.’

He gave aderisory bark of laughter. ‘ Thisisthe Treasure | believein, he said, patting Excalibur shilt.
‘Bdieveinvictory, Derfd! If we march againg the Saxons like beaten men then they’ Il give our bonesto
the wolves. But if we march likewinnerswe |l hear them howl.’

It was afine bravado, but it was hard to believein victory. Dumnoniawas shrouded with gloom. We
had lost our Gods, and folk said it was Arthur who had driven them away. He was not just the enemy of
the Chrigtian God, now he was the enemy of al the Gods and men said that the Saxonswere his
punishment. Even the weather presaged disaster for, on the morning after | parted from Arthur, it began
to rain and it seemed as though that rain would never stop. Day after day brought low grey clouds, achill
wind, and ingstent driving rain. Everything was wet. Our clothes, our bedding, our firewood, the
floor-rushes, the very walls of our houses seemed greasy with damp. Spears rusted in their racks, stored
grain sprouted or grew mouldy, and gtill the rain drove relentlessy from the west. Ceinwyn and | did our
best to sedl Dun Caric’shall. Her brother had brought her a gift of wolf pelts from Powys and we used
them to line the timber walls, but the very air beneath the roof beams seemed sodden. Fires burned sullen
to grudge us a spitting and smoky warmth that reddened our eyes. Both our daughters were
cross-grained that early winter. Morwenna, the eldest, who was usually the most placid and contented of
children, became shrewish and so insstently sdlfish that Ceinwyn took abelt to her. * She misses
Gwydre,” Ceinwyn told me afterwards. Arthur had decreed that Gwydre would not leave hisside, and
s0 the boy had gone with hisfather to meet King Meurig. ‘ They should marry next year,” Ceinwyn
added. ‘ That will cure her.’

‘If Arthur will let Gwydre marry her,’ | responded gloomily. ‘ He has no grest love for usthese days.” |
had wanted to accompany Arthur into Gwent, but he had peremptorily refused me. There had been a
timewhen | had thought mysdlf his closest friend, but now he growled a me rather than welcomed me.
‘Hethinks| risked Gwydre'slife” | said.

‘No,” Ceinwyn disagreed. * He's been distant with you ever since the night when he discovered
Guinevere’

“Why would that change things?

‘Because you were with him, my dear,” Ceinwyn said patiently, ‘and with you he cannot pretend that
nothing has changed. Y ou were awitness to his shame. He seesyou and he remembers her. HE salso
jedous’

‘ Jealous?

She amiled. ‘He thinks you are happy. He thinks now that if he had married me then he too would be
happy.’

‘He probably would,” | said.
‘He even suggested it,” Ceinwyn said cardlesdly.
‘Hedid what? | erupted.

She soothed me. ‘ It wasn't serious, Derfel. The poor man needs reassurance. He thinks that because
one woman rejected him al women might, and so he asked me.’

| touched Hywelbane' shilt. * Y ou never told me.’

“Why should I”? There was nothing to tell. He asked avery clumsy question and | told him | was sworn



to the Gods to be with you. | told him very gently, and afterwards he was very ashamed. | aso promised
him that | would not tell you, and I’ ve now broken that promise which means| shal be punished by the
Gods.” She shrugged asif to suggest that the punishment would be deserved and thus accepted. ‘He
needsawife,’ she added wryly.

‘Or awoman.’

‘No,” Ceinwyn said. ‘Heisn't acasud man. He can't lie with awoman and walk away afterwards. He
confuses desire with love. When Arthur gives his soul he gives everything, and he cannot givejust alittle
bit of himsdf.

| was dill angry. ‘What did he think | would do while he married you?

‘He thought you would rule Dumnoniaas Mordred’ sguardian,” Ceinwyn said. ‘He had this odd idea
that | would go with him to Brocdliande and there we would live like children under the sun, and you
would stay here and defeat the Saxons.” She laughed.

‘When did he ask?

‘The day he ordered you to go and see Adlle. | think he thought I’ d run away with him while you were
gone.’

‘Or he hoped Adlewould kill me;” | said resentfully, remembering the Saxon promise to daughter any
emissay.

‘He was very ashamed afterwards,” Ceinwyn assured me earnestly. ‘ And you' re not to tell him | told
you.” She made me promisethat, and | kept the promise. * It really wasn't important,” she added, ending
the conversation. ‘ He' d have been truly shocked if I'd have said yes. He asked, Derfel, because heisin
pain and men in pain behave desperately. What he redlly wantsisto run away with Guinevere, but he
can't, because his pride won't let him and he knows we al need him to defeet the Saxons.’

We needed Meurig' s spearmen to do that, but we heard no news of Arthur’ s negotiations with Gwent.
Weeks passed and gtill no certain news came from the north. A travelling priest from Gwent told usthat
Arthur, Meurig, Cuneglas and Emrys had talked for aweek in Burrium, Gwent’ s capital, but the priest
knew nothing of what had been decided. The priest wasasmall, dark man with asquint and awispy
beard that he moulded with beeswax into the shape of a cross. He had come to Dun Caric because there
was no church in the smdl village and he wanted to establish one. Like many such itinerant priests he had
aband of women; three drab creatures who clustered protectively about him. | first heard of hisarrival
when he began to preach outside the smithy beside the stream and | sent Issaand apair of spearmen to
stop his nonsense and bring him up to the hall. We fed him agruel of sprouted barley grainsthat he ate
greedily, spooning the hot mixture into his mouth and then hissing and spluttering because the food burned
histongue. Scraps of gruel lodged on his odd-shaped beard. Hiswomen refused to eat until he had
finished.

‘All I know, Lord,” he answered our impatient questions, ‘isthat Arthur has now travelled west.’
‘Where?

‘To Demetia, Lord. To meet Oengus mac Airem.’

‘Why?

He shrugged. ‘1 don’'t know, Lord.’



‘Does King Meurig make preparations for war? | asked.
‘Heis prepared to defend histerritory, Lord.
‘ And to defend Dumnonia?

‘Only if Dumnoniarecognizesthe one God, the true God,” the priest said, crossing himsalf with the
wooden spoon and splattering his dirty gown with scraps of the barley grud. * Our King isfervent for the
cross and his spearswon't be offered to pagans.” Helooked up at the ox-skull that was nailed onto one
of our high beams and made the Sgn of the crossagain.

‘If the Saxonstake Dumnonia,’ | said, ‘the.n Gwent won't befar behind.’

‘Chrigt will protect Gwent,’ the priest insisted. He gave the bowl to one of hiswomen who scooped
up hisscant leavingswith adirty finger. * Christ will protect you, Lord,” the priest continued, ‘if you
humble yoursdlf before Him. If you renounce your Gods and are baptized then you will havevictory in
the new year.’

‘Then why was Lancelot not victoriouslast summer? Ceinwyn asked.

The priest looked at her with his good eye while the other wandered off into the shadows. *King
Lancelot, Lady, was not the Chosen One. King Meurigis. It saysin our scriptures that one man will be
chosen and it seems King Lancel ot was not that man.’

‘Chosen to do what? Ceinwyn asked.

The priest stared at her; she was still such abeautiful woman, so golden and calm, the star of Powys.
‘Chosen, Lady,” hesaid, ‘to unite dl the peoples of Britain under the living God. Saxon and Briton,
Gwentian and Dumnonian, Irish and Pict, al worshipping the one true God and al living in peace and
love’

‘And what if we decide not to follow King Meurig? Ceinwyn asked.
‘Then our God will destroy you.’

‘And that,’ | asked, ‘isthe message you have come here to preach?
‘| can do no other, Lord. | am commanded.’

‘By Meurig?

‘By God.’

‘But | am the lord of the land both sides of the stream,’ | said, *and of all the land southwards to Caer
Cadarn and northwards to Aquae Sulis and you do not preach here without my permission.’

“No man can countermand God' sword, Lord,” the priest said.
‘Thiscan,’ | said, drawing Hywelbane.
Hiswomen hissed. The priest stared at the sword, then spat into thefire. *Y ou risk God’ swrath.’

“Yourisk my wrath,” | said, ‘and if, at sundown tomorrow, you are till ontheland | govern | shal
giveyou asadaveto my daves. Y ou may deep with the beasts tonight, but tomorrow you will go.’



He grudgingly left next day, and asif to punish methefirst snow of the winter came with hisleaving.
That snow was early, promising abitter season. At first it fell as deet, but by nightfal it had become a
thick snow that had whitened the land by dawn. It grew colder over the next week. Icicleshung insde
our roof and now began the long winter struggle for warmth. In the village the folk dept with their beadts,
while we fought the bitter air with grest fires that made theicicles drip from the thatch. We put our winter
cattle into the beast sheds, and killed the others, packing their meset in salt as Merlin had stored Gawain's
blood-drained body. For two days the village echoed with the distraught bellowing of oxen being
dragged to the axe. The snow was spattered red and the air stank of blood, salt and dung. Insde the hall
the firesroared, but they gave us small warmth. We woke cold, we shivered inside our furs and we
waited in vain for athaw. The stream froze so that we had to chip our way through theiceto draw each
day’ swater.

Wedtill trained our young spearmen. We marched them through the snow, hardening their musclesto
fight the Saxon. On the days when the snow fell hard and the wind whirled the flakes thick about the
snow-crusted gables of the village' ssmall houses, | had the men make their shields out of willow boards
that were covered with leather. | was making awarband, but as | watched them work | feared for them,
wondering how many would live to see the summer sun.

A message came from Arthur just before the solstice. At Dun Caric we were busy preparing the great
feast that would last dl through the week of the sun’s death when Bishop Emrys arrived. He rode ahorse
with hoofs swathed in leather and was escorted by six of Arthur’s spearmen. The Bishop told us he had
gtayed in Gwent, arguing with Meurig, while Arthur had gone on to Demetia ‘ King Meurig has not utterly
refused to help us,” the Bishop told us, shivering beside the fire where he had made a space for himsalf
by pushing two of-our dogs aside. He held his plump, red-chapped hands towards the flames. *But his
conditionsfor that help are, | fear, unacceptable.” He sneezed. *Dear Lady, you are most kind,” he said
to Ceinwyn who had brought him ahorn of warmed meed.

‘“What conditions? | asked.
Emrys shook his head sadly. ‘ He wants Dumnonia sthrone, Lord.’
‘Hewantswhat? | exploded.

Emrys held up aplump, chapped hand to still my anger. ‘ He saysthat Mordred is unfit to rule, that
Arthur isunwilling to rule, and that Dumnonia needs a Christian king. He offershimsdlf.’

‘Bastard,’ | said. ‘ Thetreacherous, lily-livered little bastard.’

‘Arthur can’t accept, of course, Emryssaid, ‘ his oath to Uther ensuresthat.” He sipped the mead and
Sighed gppreciatively. ‘ So good to bewarm again.’

‘So unlesswe give Meurig the kingdom,” | said angrily, ‘hewon't help us?

‘S0 he says. Heingsts God will protect Gwent and that, unless we acclaim him king, we must defend
Dumnoniaby oursdves’

| walked to the hall door, pulled aside the leather curtain and stared at the snow that was hegped high
on the points of our wooden palisade. ‘ Did you talk to hisfather? | asked Emrys.

‘| did see Tewdric,” the Bishop said. ‘1 went with Agricola, who sends you his best wishes!’

Agricola had been King Tewdric' swarlord, agrest warrior who fought in Roman armour and with a
chill ferocity. But Agricolawas an old man now, and Tewdric, his master, had given up the throne and



shaved hishead into a priest’ stonsure, thusyielding the power to hisson. ‘Is Agricolawel 1?7 | asked
Emrys

‘Old, but vigorous. He agrees with us, of course, but. . .” Emrys shrugged. ‘ When Tewdric abdicated
histhrone, he gave up his power. He says he cannot change his son’'smind.’

‘Will not,” 1 grumbled, going back to thefire.

‘Probably will not, Emrysagreed. Hesighed. ‘1 like Tewdric, but for now heisbusy with other
problems’

‘“What problems? | demanded too vehemently.

‘Hewould liketo know,” Emrysanswered diffidently, ‘whether in heaven we will est like mortds, or
whether we shadl be spared the need for earthly nourishment. Thereisabelief, you must understand, that
angelsdo not edt at all, that indeed they are spared dl gross and worldly gppetites, and the old King is
trying to replicate that manner of life. He egts very little, indeed he boasted to me that he once managed
three whole weeks without defecating and felt agreat deal more holy afterwards.” Ceinwyn smiled, but
sad nothing, while| just stared at the Bishop with disbdief. Emrysfinished the mead. ‘ Tewdric clams;’
he added dubioudy, ‘that he will starve himsdlf into a state of grace. | confess| am not convinced, but he
does seem amost pious man. We should al be asblessed.’

‘What does Agricolasay? | asked.
‘He boasts of how frequently he defecates. Forgive me, Lady.’
‘It must have been ajoyous reunion for the two of them,” Ceinwyn said drily.

‘It was not immediately useful,” Emrys admitted. ‘1 had hoped to persuade Tewdric to change his
son’'smind, but das,” he shrugged, ‘al we can do now is pray.’

‘And keep our spears sharp,’ | said wanly.

‘That, too,” the Bishop agreed. He sneezed again and made the sign of the crossto nullify theill-luck
of the sneeze.

‘Will Meurig let Powys s spearmen cross hisland? | asked.
‘Cuneglastold him that if he refused permission then hewould cross anyway.’

| groaned. The last thing we needed was for one British kingdom to fight another. For years such
warfare had weakened Britain and had alowed the Saxonsto take valley after vdley and town after
town, though of late it had been the Saxons who fought each other, and we who had taken advantage of
their enmity to inflict defeats on them; but Cerdic and Adlle had learned the lesson that Arthur had beaten
into the Britons, that victory came with unity. Now it was the Saxons who were united and the British
who were divided.

‘| think Meurig will let Cuneglas cross, Emryssaid, ‘for he does not want war with anyone. Hejust
wants peace.’

‘Weadl want peace,’ | sad, ‘but if Dumnoniafallsthen Gwent will be the next country to fed the
Saxon blades!’

‘Meurigingstsnot,” the Bishop said, ‘and heis offering sanctuary to any Dumnonian Christian who



wishesto avoid thewar.’

That was bad news, for it meant that anyone who had no stomach to face Adlle and Cerdic need only
clam the Chrigtian faith to be given refuge in Meurig' skingdom. ‘ Does heredlly believe his God will
protect him? | asked Emrys.

‘Hemugt, Lord, for what other useis God? But God, of course, may have other idess. It isso very
hard to read Hismind.” The Bishop was now warm enough to risk shedding the big cloak of bear fur
from his shoulders. Beneath it he wore a sheepskin jerkin. He put hishand insde thejerkin and |
assumed he was scratching for alouse, but instead he brought out afolded parchment that was tied with
aribbon and sealed with amelted drop of wax. * Arthur sent thisto me from Demetia,” he said, offering
me the parchment, ‘ and asked that you should ddliver it to the Princess Guinevere’

‘Of course,’ | said, taking the parchment. | confess | was tempted to break the sed and read the
document, but resisted the temptation. ‘ Do you know what it says? | asked the Bishop.

‘Alas, Lord, no, Emrys said, though without looking at me, and | suspected the old man had broken
the sedl and did know the letter’ s contents, but was unwilling to admit that smal sin. ‘I’'m sureit isnothing
important,” the Bishop said, ‘but he particularly asked that she should receive it before the solstice.
Before hereturns, that is’

‘Why did he go to Demetia? Ceinwyn asked.

‘To assure himsdlf that the Blackshields will fight this spring, | assume,” the Bishop said, but | detected
anevasonin hisvoice. | suspected the letter would contain the redl reason for Arthur’ svisit to Oengus
mac Airem, but Emrys could not reved that without aso admitting that he had broken the sedl.

| rodeto Y nys Wydryn next day. It was not far, but the journey took most of the morning for in places
| had to lead my horse and mule through drifts of snow. The mule was carrying adozen of the wolf pelts
that Cuneglas had brought us and they proved awelcome gift because Guinevere' stimber-walled prison
room was full of cracks through which thewind hissed cold. | discovered her crouched beside afire that
burned in the centre of the room. She straightened when | was announced, then dismissed her two
atendantsto the kitchens. ‘| am tempted,” she said, ‘to become akitchenmaid myself. Thekitchenisat
least warm, but sadly full of canting Christians. They can’t break an egg without praising their wretched
God.” She shivered and drew her cloak tight about her dender shoulders. ‘ The Romans,” she said,
‘knew how to keep warm, but we seem to have lost that skill.’

‘Ceinwyn sent you these, Lady,’ | said, dropping the skins on the floor.

“You will thank her for me,” Guinevere said and then, despite the cold, she went and pushed open the
shutters of awindow so that daylight could comeinto the room. The fire swayed under the rush of cold
ar and sparks whirled up to the blackened beams. Guinevere was robed in thick brown wool. She was
pale, but that haughty, green-eyed face had lost none of its power or pride. ‘1 had hoped to see you
sooner,” she chided me.

‘It has been adifficult season, Lady,’ | said, excusng my long absence.
‘| want to know, Derfdl, what happened at Ma Dun,” she said.
‘I shal tell you, Lady, but first | am ordered to giveyou this’

| took Arthur’s parchment from the pouch at my belt and gave it to her. She tore the ribbon away,
levered up thewax sedl with afingernail and unfolded the document. Sheread it in the glare of the light



reflected from the snow through the window. | saw her face tighten, but she showed no other reaction.
She seemed to read the letter twice, then folded it and tossed it onto awooden chest. * So tell me of Mai
Dun,” shesad.

‘“What do you know already? | asked.

‘1 know what Morgan choosesto tell me, and what that bitch choosesis aversion of her wretched
God'struth.” She spoke loudly enough to be overheard by anyone eavesdropping on our conversation.

‘I doubt that Morgan’s God was disappointed by what happened,’ | said, then told her the full story of
that Samain Eve. She stayed slent when | had finished, just staring out of the window at the
snow-covered compound where adozen hardy pilgrims knelt before the holy thorn. | fed the fire from
the pile of logs besde thewall.

‘So Nimue took Gwydre to the summit? Guinevere asked.

‘ She sent Blackshiddsto fetch him. To kidnap him, in truth. It was't difficult. The town wasfull of
strangers and all kinds of spearmen were wandering in and out of the palace.’” | paused. ‘1 doubt he was
ever inred danger, though.’

‘Of course hewas!” she snapped.

Her vehemence took me aback. ‘It was the other child who wasto bekilled,” | protested, ‘Mordred's
son. He was stripped, ready for the knife, but not Gwydre.’

‘ And when that other child’ s death had accomplished nothing, what would have happened then?
Guinevere asked. 'Y ou think Merlin wouldn’'t have hung Gwydre by his hedls?

‘Merlin would not do that to Arthur’ sson,” | said, though | confess there was no conviction in my
voice.

‘But Nimuewould,” Guinevere said, ‘ Nimue would daughter every child in Britain to bring the Gods
back, and Merlin would have been tempted. To get so close,” she held afinger and thumb acoin’s
breadth apart, ‘and with only Gwydre' slife between Merlin and the return of the Gods? Oh, | think he
would have been tempted.” She walked to the fire and opened her robe to let the warmth insgdeitsfolds.
Shewore ablack gown benegath the robe and had not asinglejewe in sight. Not even aring on her
fingers. ‘Melin,” she said softly, ‘ might have felt apang of guilt for killing Gwydre, but not Nimue. She
sees no difference between this world and the Otherworld, so what does it matter to her if achild livesor
dies? But the child that matters, Derfd, isthe ruler’ sson. To gain what ismost precious you must give up
what is most vauable, and what is vauable in Dumnoniais not some bastard whelp of Mordred' s. Arthur
rules here, not Mordred. Nimue wanted Gwydre dead. Merlin knew that, only he hoped that the lesser
deaths would suffice. But Nimue doesn’t care. One day, Derfd, she'll assemble the Treasures again and
on that day Gwydre will have hisblood drained into the Cauldron.’

‘Not while Arthur lives!

‘Not whilel live either!” she proclaimed fiercely, and then, recognizing her hel plessness, she shrugged.
She turned back to the window and let the brown robe drop. ‘1 haven't been agood mother,” she said
unexpectedly. | did not know what to say, s0 said nothing. | had never been close to Guinevere, indeed
ghe treated me with the same rough mix of affection and derision that she might have extended to astupid
but willing dog, but now, perhaps because she had no one ese with whom to share her thoughts, she
offered themto me. ‘| don’t even like being amother,” she admitted. ‘ These women, now,” sheindicated
Morgan' s white-robed women who hurried through the snow between the shrine sbuildings, ‘they all



worship motherhood, but they’re dl asdry as husks. They weep for their Mary and tell methat only a
mother can know true sadness, but who wantsto know that? She asked the question fiercely. ‘It' sl
such awagte of lifel” She was bitterly angry now. * Cows make good mothers and sheep suckle perfectly
adequately, so what merit liesin motherhood? Any stupid girl can become amother! It'sall that most of
them arefit for! Motherhood isn't an achievement, it’ san inevitability!” | saw she was weeping despite
her anger.

‘But it wasal Arthur ever wanted meto be! A suckling cow!”

‘No, Lady,” | said.

She turned on me angrily, her eyes bright with tears. * Y ou know more than | about this, Derfel?
‘Hewas proud of you, Lady,’ | said awkwardly. ‘Herevelled in your beauty.’

‘He could have had a satue made of meif that’ sal hewanted! A statue with milk ductsthat he could
clamp hisinfants onto!’

‘Heloved you, | protested.

She stared at me and | thought she was about to erupt into a blistering anger, but instead she smiled
wanly. ‘Heworshipped me, Derfd,” she said tiredly, ‘and that is not the same thing asbeing loved.” She
sat suddenly, collapsing onto a bench beside the wooden chest. * And being worshipped, Derfd, isvery
tiresome. But he seemsto have found a new goddess now.’

‘He sdone what, Lady?
“You didn't know? She seemed surprised, then plucked up the letter. ‘Here, read it.’

| took the parchment from her. It carried no date, just the superscription Moridunum, showing that it
had been written from Oengus mac Airem’ s capita. The letter wasin Arthur’ s solid handwriting and was
as cold as the snow that lay so thick on the windowsill. Y ou should know, Lady,” he had written, ‘that |
am renouncing you as my wife and taking Argante, daughter of Oengus mac Airem, instead. | do not
renounce Gwydre, only you.” That wasall. It was not even signed.

“Youredly didn't know? Guinevere asked me.

‘No, Lady,’ | said. | wasfar more astonished than Guinevere. | had heard men say that Arthur should
take another wife, but he had said nothing to me and | felt oifended that he had not trusted me. | felt
offended and disappointed. ‘I didn’t know,” | indsted.

‘ Someone opened the letter,” Guinevere said in wry amusement. Y ou can see they left a smudge of
dirt on the bottom. Arthur wouldn’t do that.” She leaned back so that her springing red hair was crushed
againg thewadl. “Why ishe marrying? sheasked.

| shrugged. ‘A man should be married, Lady.’
‘Nonsense. Y ou don't think any the less of Gaahad because he’ s never married.’
‘A manneeds. .. | began, then my voicetailed away.

‘I know what aman needs,” Guinevere said with amusement. ‘ But why is Arthur marrying now? Y ou
think helovesthisgirl?

‘l hope so, Lady.’



She amiled. ‘He s marrying, Derfd, to prove that he doesn’t love me.’

| believed her, but | dared not agree with her. ‘I'm sureit’slove, Lady,’ | said instead.

She laughed at that. ‘How old isthis Argante?

‘Fifteen? | guessed. ‘Maybe only fourteen?

She frowned, thinking back. ‘1 thought she was meant to marry Mordred?

‘I thought sotoo,’ | answered, for | remembered Oengus offering her as abride to our King.

‘But why should Oengus marry the child to alimping idiot like Mordred when he can put her into
Arthur’ sbed? Guinevere said. *Only fifteen, you think?

‘If that.

‘Isshe pretty?

‘I've never seen her, Lady, but Oengus sayssheis!’

‘The Ui Liathain do breed pretty girls, Guinevere said. ‘Was her sster beautiful ?
‘lsault? Yes inaway.’

‘“This child will need to be beautiful, Guinevere said in an amused voice. * Arthur won't look at her
otherwise. All men haveto envy him. That much he does demand of hiswives. They must be beautiful
and, of course, much better behaved than | was” She laughed and looked sdeways at me. ‘ But even if
she' sbeautiful and well behaved it won't work, Derfel.’

‘Itwon't?

‘Oh, I’'m sure the child can spit out babiesfor him if that’ s what he wants, but unless she'sclever he'll
get very bored with her.” Sheturned to gaze into the fire. “Why do you think he wrote to tell me?

‘Because he thinks you should know,” | said.

Shelaughed at that. ‘1 should know?Why do | careif he beds some Irish child? | don’t need to know,
but he does need to tell me.” She looked at me again. * And he'll want to know how | reacted, won't
he?

‘Will he? | asked in some confusion.

‘Of course hewill. Sotell him, Derfd, that | laughed.” She stared defiantly at me, then suddenly
shrugged. ‘No, don't. Tell him | wish him dl happiness. Tell him whatever you like, but ask one favour of
him,” She paused, and | realized how she hated asking for favours. ‘I do not want to die, Derfel, by being
raped by ahorde of lice-ridden Saxon warriors. When Cerdic comes next spring, ask Arthur to move
my prison to a safer place’

‘I think you'll be safe here, Lady,’ | said.
‘Tel mewhy you think that? she demanded sharply.

| took amoment to collect my thoughts. *When the Saxons come,” | said, ‘they’ |l advance aong the
Thamesvaley. Their amisto reach the Severn Seaand that istheir quickest route’



Guinevere shook her head. ‘ Adlle sarmy will come aong the Thames, Derfel, but Cerdic will attack in
the south and hook up north to join Adlle. HE || come through here’

‘Arthur saysnot,” | indsted. ‘He bdievesthey don't trust each other, so they’ll want to stay close
together to guard against treachery.’

Guinevere dismissed that with another abrupt shake of her head. ‘ Adlle and Cerdic aren't fools,
Derfd. They know they haveto trust each other long enough to win. After that they can fall out, but not
before. How many men will they bring?

“Wethink two thousand, maybe two and ahaf.’

Shenodded. ‘ Thefirgt attack will be on the Thames, and that will be large enough to make you think it
istheir main attack. And once Arthur has gathered his forcesto oppose that army, Cerdic will marchin
the south. HE Il runwild, Derfel, and Arthur will have to send men to oppose him, and when he does,
Adlewill attack therest.’

‘“Unless Arthur lets Cerdic run wild,” | said, not believing her forecast for amoment.

‘He could do that,” she agreed, ‘but if he doesthen Y nys Wydryn will bein Saxon handsand | do not
want to be here when that happens. If he won't release me, then beg him to imprison mein Glevum.’

| hesitated. | saw no reason not to pass on her request to Arthur, but | wanted to make certain that
shewassincere. ‘If Cerdic does comethisway, Lady,” | ventured, ‘ he' sliable to bring friends of yoursin
hisarmy.’

She gave me amurderous look. She held it for along time before spesking. ‘I have no friendsin
Lloegyr, shesad at lad, icily.

| hesitated, then decided to forge on. ‘| saw Cerdic not two months ago,’ | said, ‘and Lancelot wasin
his company.’

| had never mentioned Lancelot’ s name to her before and her head jerked asthough | had struck her.
‘What are you saying, Derfd? she asked softly.

‘| am saying, Lady, that Lancelot will come herein the pring. | am suggesting, Lady, that Cerdic will
make him lord of thisland.’

She closed her eyes and for afew seconds | was not certain whether she was laughing or crying. Then
| saw it waslaughter that had made her shudder. ‘Y ou are afool,” she said, looking at me again. *You're
trying to help me! Do you think | love Lancelot?

“You wanted himto beKing,” | sad.

‘“What doesthat have to do with love? she asked derisively. ‘1 wanted him to be King because he'sa
weak man and awoman can only rulein thisworld through such afeeble man. Arthur isn't weak.” She
took adeep breath. ‘But Lancelot is, and perhaps he will rule here when the Saxons come, but whoever
controls Lancelot it will not be me, nor any woman now, but Cerdic, and Cerdic, | hear, isanything but
weak.” She stood, crossed to me and plucked the letter from my hands. She unfolded it, read it alast
time, then tossed the parchment into the fire. It blackened, shrivelled, then burst into flame. * Go,” she
said, watching the flames, *and tell Arthur that | wept at his news. That’swhat he wantsto hear, sotell
him. Tel him | wept.’

| left her. In the next few days the snow thawed, but the rains came again and the bare black trees



dripped onto aland that seemed to be rotting in the misty damp. The solstice neared, though the sun
never showed. Theworld was dying in dark, damp despair. | waited for Arthur’ s return, but he did not
summon me. He took his new bride to Durnovaria and there he celebrated the solstice. If he cared what
Guinevere thought of his new marriage, he did not ask me.

We gavethefeast of the winter solsticein Dun Caric’ s hal and there was not a person present who
did not suspect it would be our last. We made our offerings to the midwinter sun, but knew that when the
sun rose again it would not bring life to theland, but desth. It would bring Saxon spears and Saxon axes
and Saxon swords. We prayed, we feasted and we feared that we were doomed. And still therain
would not stop.

PART TWO
Mynydd Baddon

¢ W ho? Igraine demanded as soon as she had read thefirst sheet of the latest pile of parchments.

She has learned some of the Saxon tonguein the last few months and is very proud of herself for that
achievement, though in truth it is abarbarous language and much less subtle than the British.

‘Who? | echoed her question.
‘Who was the woman who guided Britain to destruction? It was Nimue, wasn't it?
‘If you give metimeto write thetale, dear Lady, you will find out.’

‘I knew you were going to say that. | don’t even know why | asked.” She sat on the wide ledge of my
windowsl| with one hand on her swollen belly and with her head cocked to one Side as though she were
listening. After awhile alook of mischievous ddight cameto her face. ‘ The baby’ skicking, shesaid, ‘do
you want to fed it?

| shuddered. ‘No.’

‘Why not?

‘1 was never interested in babies.’

Shemade afacea me. *You'll love mine, Derfel.’
‘T will?

‘He sgoing to be lovey!”

‘“How do you know,’ | enquired, ‘that it isaboy?

‘Because no girl can kick this hard, that’ swhy. Look!” And my Queen smoothed the blue dresstight
over her belly and laughed when the smooth dome flickered. ‘ Tell me about Argante,’ she said, letting go
of thedress.

‘Small, dark, thin, pretty.’



Igraine made aface a the inadegquacy of my description. ‘Was she clever?

| thought about it. * She was 9y, S0 yes, she had asort of cleverness, but it was never fed by
education.’

My Queen gave that statement a scornful shrug. * Is education so important?
‘I think itis, yes. | dwaysregret | never learned Latin.’
‘Why? Igraine asked.

‘Because so much of mankind' s experienceiswritten in that tongue, Lady, and one of the thingsan
education gives usis accessto al the things other folks have known, feared, dreamed and achieved.
When you arein troubleit helps to discover someone who has been in the same predicament before. It
explansthings’

‘Likewhat? Igraine demanded.

| shrugged. ‘1 remember something Guinevere once said to me. | didn’t know what it meant, because
itwasin Latin, but shetrandated it, and it explained Arthur exactly. I’ ve never forgotten it either.’

‘Well?Goon.’
‘Odi at amo,” | quoted the unfamiliar words dowly, ‘ excruaor.’
“Which means?

‘| hateand | love, it hurts. A poet wrotetheline, | forget which poet, but Guinevere had read the
poem and one day, when we were talking about Arthur, she quoted the line. She understood him exactly,
you see!

‘Did Argante understand him?

‘Oh, no.’

‘Could sheread?

‘I"'m not sure. | don’t remember. Probably not.’
‘What did shelook like?

‘She had very paeskin,’ | said, ‘ because she refused to go into the sun. She liked the night, Argante
did. And she had very black hair, as shiny asaraven' sfeathers’

Y ou say shewas smdl and thin? Igraine asked.

‘Very thin, and quite short,” | said, ‘but the thing | remember most about Argante isthat she very
rarely smiled. She watched everything and missed nothing, and there was dways a caculating ook on
her face. People mistook that Iook for cleverness, but it wasn't cleverness at all. She was merely the
youngest of seven or eight daughters and so she was always worried that she would be left out. She was
looking for her share dl thetime, and dl the time she believed shewas not recalving it.’

Igraine grimaced. 'Y ou make her sound horrid!’

‘ She was greedy, bitter and very young,” | said, ‘but she was also beautiful. She had adelicacy that



was very touching.” | paused and sighed. ‘ Poor Arthur. He did pick hiswomen very badly. Except for
Ailleann, of course, but then he didn’t pick her. Shewasgivento himasadave.’

‘What happened to Ailleann?

‘She died in the Saxon War.’

‘Killed? Igraine shuddered.

‘Of the plague,” | sad. ‘It was avery normd death.’
Chrigt.

That name does ook odd on the page, but | shal leaveit there. Just aslgraine and | weretalking
about Ailleann, Bishop Sansum came into the room. The saint cannot read, and because he would utterly
disapprove of my writing this story of Arthur, Igraineand | pretend that | am making agospe inthe
Saxon tongue. | say he cannot read, but Sansum does have the ability to recognize some few words and
Chrigt isone of them. Whichiswhy | wroteit. He saw it, too, and grunted suspicioudy. He looks very
old these days. Almost al hishair has gone, though he sill hastwo white tufts like the ears of Lughtigern,
the mouse lord. He has pain when he passes urine, but he will not submit his body to the wise-women for
hedling, for he clamsthey aredl pagans. God, the saint clams, will cure him, though &t times, God
forgiveme, | pray that the saint might be dying for then this smal monastery would have a new bishop.
‘My Lady iswdl? he asked Igraine after squinting down at this parchment.

‘Thank you, Bishop, | am.’

Sansum poked about the room, looking for something wrong, though what he expected to find |
cannot tell. Theroom isvery smple; acot, awriting table, astool and afire. He would have liked to
criticize mefor burning afire, but today isavery mild winter’ sday and | am saving what smdl fud the
saint permits me to have. Heflicked at ascrap of dust, decided not to comment on it and so peered at
Igraineingtead. 'Y our time must be very near, Lady?

‘Less than two moons, they say, Bishop,” Igraine said, and made the sign of the cross againgt her blue
dress.

“Y ou will know, of course, that our prayerswill echo throughout heaven on your Ladyship’s behalf,’
Sansum said, without meaning aword of it.

‘Pray, too,” Igraine said, ‘that the Saxons are not close.’

‘Arethey? Sansum asked indarm.

‘My husband hearsthey are readying to attack Ratae.’

‘Rateeisfar away, the Bishop said dismissvely.

‘A day and ahaf? Igrainesaid, ‘and if Ratae falls, what fortress lies between us and the Saxons?

‘God will protect us,” the Bishop said, unconscioudly echoing the long-dead belief of the pious King
Meurig of Gwent, ‘as God will protect your Ladyship at the hour of your trid.” He stayed afew more
minutes, but had no redl business with ether of us. The saint isbored these days. He lacks mischief to
foment. Brother Maglgwyn, who was the strongest of us and who carried much of the monastery’s
physical labour, died afew weeks ago and, with his passing, the Bishop lost one of hisfavourite targets
for contempt. He finds little pleasure in tormenting mefor | endure his spite patiently, and besides, | am



protected by Igraine and her husband.

At last Sansum went and Igraine made aface at hisretreating back. ‘ Tell me, Derfdl,” she said when
the saint was out of earshot, ‘what should | do for the birth?

‘“Why on earth do you ask me? | said in amazement. ‘1 know nothing about childbirth, thank God!
I’ve never even seen achild born, and | don't want to.’

‘But you know about the old things,” she said urgently, ‘that’ swhat | mean.’

‘“Thewomen in your caer will know much morethan | do,’ | said, ‘ but whenever Ceinwyn gave birth
we aways made sure there was iron in the bed, women' s urine on the doorstep, mugwort on thefire,
and, of course, we had avirgin girl ready to lift the newborn child from the birth-straw. Maost important of
al, 1 went on gernly, ‘there must be no men in the room. Nothing brings so muchiill-luck ashaving a
man present a abirth.” | touched the protruding nail in my writing desk to avert the evil fortune of even
mentioning such an unlucky circumstance. We Chrigtians, of course, do not believe that touching iron will
affect any fortune, whether evil or good, but the nailhead on my desk is till much polished by my
touching. ‘Isit true about the Saxons? | asked.

Igraine nodded. ‘ They' re getting closer, Derfd.’
| rubbed the nailhead again. ‘ Then warn your husband to have sharp spears.’
‘Heneedsnowarning, shesaid grimly.

| wonder if the war will ever end. For aslong as | have lived the Britons have fought the Saxons, and
though we did win one grest victory over them, in the years since that victory we have seen more land
lost and, with the land, the Stories that were attached to the valeys and hilltops have been lost aswll.
Higtory isnot just atae of men’smaking, but isathing tied to theland. We cdl ahill by the name of a
hero who died there, or name ariver after aprincess who fled besideits banks, and when the old names
vanish, the stories go with them and the new names carry no reminder of the past. The Saistake our land
and our history. They spread like a contagion, and we no longer have Arthur to protect us. Arthur,
scourge of the Sais, Lord of Britain and the man whose love hurt him more than any wound from sword
or spear. How | do miss Arthur.

The winter solstice iswhen we prayed that the Gods would not abandon the earth to the great darkness.
In the bleakest of wintersthose prayers often seemed like pleas of despair, and that was never more so
than in the year before the Saxons attacked when our world was deadened benesath ashell of iceand
crusted snow. For those of uswho were adepts of Mithras the solstice had a double meaning, for it is
also the time of our God' s birth, and after the big solstice feast at Dun Caric | took Issawest to the caves
where we held our most solemn ceremonies and there | inducted him into the worship of Mithras. He
endured the ordeal s successfully and so was welcomed into that band of elite warriors who keep the
God smygteries. We feasted afterwards. | killed the bull that year, first hamstringing the beast so that it
could not move, then swinging the axein the low caveto sever itsspine. The bull, | recdll, had a
shrivelled liver, which was reckoned a bad omen, but there were no good omensthat cold winter.

Forty men attended therites, despite the bitter weather. Arthur, though long an initiate, did not arrive,
but Sagramor and Culhwch had come from their frontier posts for the ceremonies. At the end of the
feasting, when most of the warriors were deeping off the effects of the mead, we three withdrew to alow
tunnel where the smoke was not thick and we could talk privatdly.

Both Sagramor and Culhwch were certain that the Saxons would attack directly along the valey of the



Thames. “What | hear,” Sagramor told us, ‘isthat they’ refilling London and Pontes with food and
supplies.” He paused to tear some mesat from abone with histeeth. It had been months since | had seen
Sagramor, and | found his company reassuring; the Numidian was the toughest and most fearsome of al
Arthur’ swarlords, and his prowess was reflected in his narrow, axe-sharp face. He was the most loyd of
men, a staunch friend, and awondrousteller of sories, but above everything he was a natura warrior
who could outfox and outfight any enemy. The Saxons were terrified of Sagramor, believing hewasa
dark demon from their Otherworld. We were happy that they should live in such numbing fear and it was
acomfort that, even though outnumbered, we would have his sword and his experienced spearmen on
our Sde.

‘Won't Cerdic attack in the south? | asked.
Culhwch shook his head. *He' s not making any show of it. Nothing stirring in Venta’

‘They don't trust each other,” Sagramor spoke of Cerdic and Adlle. ‘ They daren’t |et one another out
of their aght. Cerdic fearswe' Il buy off Aelle, and Adllefearsthat Cerdic will cheat him of the spoils, so
they’ re going to stick closer than brothers.’

‘So what will Arthur do? | asked.

“We hoped you'd tdll usthat,” Culhwch answered.

‘ Arthur doesn’t speak to methese days,’ | said, not bothering to hide my bitterness.
‘That makestwo of us, Culhwch growled.

‘Three,” Sagramor said. ‘ He comes to see me, he asks questions, he rides on raids and then he goes
away. He says nothing.’

‘Let’shope he' sthinking,’ | said.
“Too busy with that new bride, probably,” Culhwch offered sourly.
‘Have you met her? | asked.

‘Anlrish kitten,” he said dismissively, ‘with claws.” Culhwch told us he had visted Arthur and his new
bride on hisway north to this meeting with Mithras. * She' s pretty enough,” he said grudgingly. ‘If you
took her dave you' d probably want to make sure she stayed in your own kitchen for awhile. Well, |
would. Youwouldn’t, Derfdl.” Culhwch often teased me about my loyalty to Ceinwyn, though | was not
so very unusud in my fiddity. Sagramor had taken a captured Saxon for awife and, like me, was
famoudy loya to hiswoman. ‘“What useisabull that only serves one cow? Culhwch now asked, but
neither of us responded to hisjibe.

‘Arthur isfrightened,” Sagramor said instead. He paused, gathering his thoughts. The Numidian spoke
the British tongue wdll, though with awretched accent, but it was not his natural language, and he often
spoke dowly to make certain he was expressing his exact ideas. ‘ He has defied the Gods, and not just at
Mai Dun, but by taking Mordred’ s power. The Christians hate him and now the pagans say heistheir
enemy. Do you see how londy that makes him?

‘Thetrouble with Arthur isthat he doesn't believe in the Gods,” Culhwch said dismissively.

‘He believesin himsdf,” Sagramor said, ‘and when Guinevere betrayed him, he took ablow to the
heart. Heis ashamed. Helost much pride, and he'saproud man. He thinkswe dl laugh a him, and so
heisdigant from us’



‘| don’t laugh at him,” | protested.

‘1 do,” Culhwch said, flinching as he straightened hiswounded leg. * Stupid bastard. Should have taken
his sword belt to Guinevere s back afew times. That would have taught the bitch alesson.’

‘Now,” Sagramor went on, blithely ignoring Culhwch’s predictable opinion, * he fears defeat. For what
isheif heisnot asoldier? Helikesto think heisagood man, that he rules because heisanaturd ruler,
but it isthe sword that has carried him to power. In his soul he knowsthat, and if he losesthiswar then
he loses the thing he cares about most; his reputation. He will be remembered as the usurper who was
not good enough to hold what he usurped. Heisterrified of asecond defeat for his reputation.’

‘Maybe Argante can hedl thefirst defeat,’ | said.
‘I doubt it,” Sagramor said. ‘ Galahad tells methat Arthur didn’t redlly want to marry her.’
‘Thenwhy did he? | asked gloomily.

Sagramor shrugged. ‘ To spite Guinevere? To please Oengus? To show us that he doesn’t need
Guinevere?

‘To dap bdlieswith apretty girl? Culhwch suggested.
‘If he even doesthat,” Sagramor said.
Culhwch gtared at the Numidian in gpparent shock. * Of course he does,” Culhwch said.

Sagramor shook hishead. ‘1 hear he doesn’t. Only rumour, of course, and rumour isleast trustworthy
when it comes to the ways of aman and hiswoman. But | think this Princessistoo young for Arthur’'s
tastes.’

‘They’ re never too young,” Culhwch growled. Sagramor just shrugged. He was afar more subtle man
than Culhwch and that gave him amuch greater insight into Arthur, who liked to appear 0
sraightforward, but whose soul was in truth as complicated as the twisted curves and spooling dragons
that decorated Excali-bur’ sblade.

We parted in the morning, our spear and sword blades still reddened with the blood of the sacrificed
bull. Issawas excited. A few years before he had been afarm boy, but now he was an adept of Mithras
and soon, he had told me, he would be afather for Scarach, hiswife, was pregnant. Issa, given
confidence by hisinitiation into Mithras, was suddenly sure we could begt the Saxons without Gwent's
help, but | had no such belief. I might not have liked Guinevere, but | had never thought her afool, and |
was worried about her forecast that Cerdic would attack in the south. The aternative made sense, of
course; Cerdic and Adlle were reluctant allies and would want to keep a careful eye on each other. An
overwhelming attack aong the Thames would be the quickest way to reach the Severn Seaand so split
the British kingdomsinto two parts, and why should the Saxons sacrifice their advantage of numbers by
dividing their forcesinto two smaller asamiesthat Arthur might defegt one after the other? Y et if Arthur
expected just one attack, and only guarded against that one attack, the advantages of a southern assault
were overwhe ming. While Arthur was tangled with one Saxon army in the Thames valey, the other
could hook around hisright flank and reach the Severn amost unopposed. 1ssa, though, was not worried
by such things. He only imagined himsdlf in the shiddd wall where, ennobled by Mithras s acceptance, he
would cut down Saxonslike afarmer reaping hay.

The weather stayed cold after the season of the solstice. Day after day dawned frozen and pae with
the sun little more than areddened disc hanging low in the southern clouds. Wolves scavenged deep into



the farmlands, hunting for our sheep that we had penned into hurdle folds, and one glorious day we
hunted down six of the grey beasts and so secured six new wolf tailsfor my warband' s hedmets. My men
had begun to wear such tails on their helmet crests in the deep woods of Armoricawhere we had fought
the Franks and, because we had raided them like scavenging beagts, they had caled uswolves and we
had taken the insult as a compliment. We were the Woalftails, though our shields, instead of bearing awolf
mask, were painted with afive-pointed star as atribute to Ceinwyn.

Ceinwyn was still insstent that she would not flee to Powysin the spring. Morwennaand Seren could
go, she said, but she would stay. | was angry at that decision. * So the girls can lose both mother and
father? | demanded.

‘If that’ swhat the Gods decree, yes,” she said placidly, then shrugged. ‘| may be being selfish, but that
iswhat | want.’

“Youwant to die? That' s sdfish?

‘| don’'t want to be so far away, Derfel,” she said. ‘Do you know what it’ slike to be in adistant
country when your man isfighting? Y ou wait in terror. Y ou fear every messenger. Y ou listen to every
rumour. Thistimel shall stay.’

‘To give me something €l se to worry about?
‘“What an arrogant man you are,” shesaid camly. *You think | can’t look after myself?
‘That little ring won't keep you safe from Saxons,’ | said, pointing to the scrap of agate on her finger.

‘So | shdl keep mysdlf safe. Don't worry, Derfd, | won't be under your feet, and | won't let mysalf
be taken captive’

Next day thefirst lambswere born in asheepfold hard under Dun Caric’shill. It was very early for
such births, but | took it as agood sign from the Gods. Before Ceinwyn could forbid it, the firstborn of
those lambs was sacrificed to ensure that the rest of the lambing season would go well. Thelittle beast’s
bloody pelt was nailed to awillow beside the stream and beneath it, next day, awolfsbane bloomed, its
small ydlow petdsthefirst flash of colour in the turning year. That day, too, | saw three kingfishers
flickering bright by theicy edges of the stream. Life was stirring. In the dawn, after the cockerels had
woken us, we could again hear the songs of thrushes, robins, larks, wrens and sparrows.

Arthur sent for us two weeks after those first lambs were born. The snow had thawed, and his
messenger had struggled through the muddy roads to bring us the summons that demanded our presence
at the palace of Lindinis. We wereto be there for the feast of Imbolc, the first feast after the solstice and
onethat is devoted to the Goddess of fertility. At Imbolc we drive newborn lambs through burning hoops
and afterwards, when they think no one iswatching, the young girlswill legp through the smouldering
hoops and touch their fingersto the ashes of Imbolc’ sfires and smear the grey dust high between their
thighs. A child bornin November is caled achild of Imbolc and has ash asits mother and fire asits
father. Ceinwyn and | arrived in the afternoon of Imbolc Eve asthe wintry sun was throwing long
shadows across the pale grass. Arthur’ s spearmen surrounded the palace, guarding him againgt the sullen
hogtility of people who remembered Merlin'smeagica invocation of the glowing girl in the palace
courtyard.

Tomy surprise, | discovered the courtyard was prepared for Imbolc. Arthur had never cared for such
things, leaving most religious observances to Guinevere, and she had never celebrated the crude country
festivalslike Imbolc; but now agreat hoop of plaited straw stood ready for the flamesin the centre of the
yard while ahandful of newborn lambswere penned with their mothersin asmal hurdle enclosure.



Culhwch greeted us, giving ady nod to the hoop. * A chance for you to have another baby,” he said to
Ceinwyn.
‘Why dsewould | be here? she responded, giving him akiss. * And how many do you have now?
‘Twenty-one,’ he said proudly.
‘From how many mothers?
‘Ten,” he grinned, then dapped my back. *We re to get our orders tomorrow.’
‘We?
“Y ou, me, Sagramor, Galahad, Lanva, Bain, Morfans’ Culhwch shrugged, ‘ everyone.’
‘IsArgante here? | asked.

“Who do you think put up the hoop? he asked. ‘Thisisall her idea. She' sbrought a Druid out of
Demetia, and beforewe all eat tonight we have to worship Nantosudlta’

‘Who? Ceinwyn asked.

‘A Goddess,” Culhwch said carelessly. There were so many Gods and Goddesses that it was
impossible for anyone but a Druid to know al their names and neither Ceinwyn nor | had ever heard of
Nantosudta before.

Wedid not see either Arthur or Argante until after dark when Hygwydd, Arthur’ s servant, summoned
usdl into the courtyard that was lit with pitch-soaked torches flaming in their iron beckets. | remembered
Merlin’ s night here, and the crowd of awed folk who had lifted their maimed and sick babiesto Olwen
the Silver. Now an assembly of lords and their ladies waited awkwardly on either sde of the plaited
hoop, while set on adais a the courtyard’ s western end were three chairs draped with white linen. A
Druid stood beside the hoop and | presumed he was the sorcerer whom Argante had fetched from her
father’ skingdom. He was a short, squat man with awild black beard in which tufts of fox hair and
bunches of small boneswere plaited. ‘He' scalled Fergd,” Gaahad told me, ‘ and he hates Christians. He
spent adl afternoon casting spells against me, then Sagramor arrived and Ferga almost fainted with horror.
He thought it was Crom Dubh comein person.” Galahad laughed.

Sagramor could have indeed been that dark God, for he was dressed in black |eather and had a
black-scabbarded sword at his hip. He had cometo Lindiniswith hisbig, placid Saxon wife, Mala, and
the two stood apart from the rest of us at the far side of the courtyard. Sagramor worshipped Mithras but
had little time for the British Gods, while Mdlatill prayed to Woden, Eostre, Thunor, Fir and Seaxnet:
al Saxon daities.

All Arthur’ sleaders were there, though, as| waited for Arthur, | thought of the men who were missing.
Cel, who had grown up with Arthur in distant Gwynedd, had died in Dumnonian Iscaduring Lancelot’s
rebellion. He had been murdered by Christians. Agravain, who for years had been the commander of
Arthur’ s horsemen, had died during the winter, struck down by afever. Bain had taken over Agravain's
duties, and he had brought three wivesto Lindinis, together with atribe of smal stocky children who
gtared in horror a Morfans, the ugliest man of Britain, whose face was now so familiar to the rest of us
that we no longer noticed his harelip, goitred neck or twisted jaw. Except for Gwydre, who was ill a
boy, | was probably the youngest man there and that realization shocked me. We needed new warlords,
and | decided then and there that | would give Issa his own band of men as soon asthe Saxon war was
over. If Issalived. If | lived.



Gdahad was|ooking after Gwydre and the two of them came to stand with Ceinwyn and me. Galahad
had always been a handsome man, but now, as he grew into his middle years, those good looks
possessed anew dignity. Hishair had turned from its bright gold into grey, and he now wore asmall
pointed beard. He and | had always been close, but in that difficult winter he was probably closer to
Arthur than to anyone e se. Galahad had not been present at the sea palace to see Arthur’ s shame, and
that, together with his calm sympathy, made him acceptable to Arthur. Ceinwyn, keeping her voice low
so that Gwydre could not hear, asked him how Arthur was. ‘1 wish | knew,” Galahad said.

‘He ssurely happy,” Ceinwyn observed.
‘Why?
‘A new wife? Cenwyn suggested.

Gaahad smiled. *When aman makes ajourney, dear Lady, and has his horse stolen in the course of it,
he frequently buys a replacement too hastily.’

‘And doesn’t ride it theresfter, | hear? | put in brutally.

‘Do you hear that, Derfd ? Galahad answered, neither confirming nor denying the rumour. He smiled.
‘Marriageis such amystery tome,’ he added vagudly. Galahad himsalf had never married. Indeed he
had never redlly settled since Y nys Trebes, hishome, had fallen to the Franks. He had been in Dumnonia
ever snce and he had seen ageneration of children grow to adulthood in that time, but he still seemed
likeavigtor. He had roomsin the paace at Durnovaria, but kept little furniture there and scant comfort.
Herode errands for Arthur, travelling the length of Britain to resolve problemswith other kingdoms, or
elseriding with Sagramor in raids across the Saxon frontier, and he seemed happiest when he was thus
kept busy. | had sometimes suspected that he was in love with Guinevere, but Ceinwyn had always
mocked that thought. Galahad, she said, wasin love with perfection and wastoo fastidiousto love an
actual woman. He loved the idea of women, Ceinwyn said, but could not bear the redlity of disease and
blood and pain. He showed no revulsion at such thingsin battle, but that, Ceinwyn declared, was
becausein battle it was men who were bloody and men who werefdlible, and Gaahad had never
idealized men, only women. And maybe shewasright. | only knew that at times my friend had to be
lonely, though he never complained. * Arthur’ svery proud of Argante,’” he now said mildly, thoughina
tone which suggested he was leaving something unsaid.

‘But she' sno Guinevere? | suggested.

‘She' s certainly no Guinevere,” Galahad agreed, grateful that | had voiced the thought, ‘though she's
not unlike her in someways.’

‘Such as? Ceinwyn asked.

‘Shehasambitions, Gaahad said dubioudy. * She thinks Arthur should cede Siluriato her father.’
‘Sluriaist't histoyidd!’ | sad.

‘No,” Galahad agreed, ‘ but Argante thinks he could conquer it.’

| gpat. To conquer Siluria, Arthur would need to fight Gwent and even Powys, the two countries that
jointly ruled theterritory. ‘Mad,” | said.

‘ Ambitious, if unredigtic,” Galahad corrected me.

‘Doyou like Argante? Ceinwyn asked him directly.



He was spared the need to answer because the palace door was suddenly thrown open and Arthur at
last appeared. He was robed in his customary white, and his face that had grown so gaunt over the last
months looked suddenly old. That wasacrud fate, for on hisarm, robed in gold, was his new bride and
that new bride waslittle more than achild.

That wasthefirg time | saw Argante, Princess of the Ui Liathain and Iseult’ s sigter, and in many ways
she resembled the doomed Iseult. Argante was afragile creature poised between girlhood and
womanhood, and on that night of Imbolc’s Eve she looked closer to childhood than adulthood for she
was swathed in agreat cloak of iff linen that had surely once belonged to Guinevere. The robe was
certainly too big for Argante, who waked awkwardly inits golden folds. | remembered seeing her sister
hung with jewels and thinking that Iseult had looked like achild arrayed in its mother’ sgold and Argante
gave the sameimpression of being dressed up for play and, just like achild pretending to adulthood, she
carried hersdf with a self-absorbed solemnity to defy her innate lack of dignity. She wore her glossy
black hair in along tress that was twisted about her skull and held in place with abrooch of jet, the same
colour asthe shields of her father’ s feared warriors, and the adult style sat uneasily on her young face,
just asthe heavy golden torque about her neck seemed too massive for her dender throat. Arthur led her
to the dais and there bowed her into the left-hand chair and | doubt there was asingle soul inthe
courtyard, whether guest, Druid or guard, who did not think how like father and daughter they appeared.
There was a pause once Argante was seated. It was an awkward moment, as though a piece of ritua
had been forgotten and a solemn ceremony wasin danger of becoming ridiculous, but then therewasa
scuffle in the doorway, asnigger of laughter, and Mordred came into view.

Our King limped on his clubbed foot and with ady smile on hisface. Like Argante hewas playing a
role, but unlike her he was an unwilling player. He knew that every man in that courtyard was Arthur’s
man and that al hated him, and that while they pretended he wastheir King helived only by their
sufferance. He climbed the dais. Arthur bowed and we al followed suit. Mordred, his stiff hair as unruly
asever and hisbeard an ugly fringe to his round face, nodded curtly, then sat in the centre chair. Argante
gave him asurprisngly friendly glance, Arthur took the last chair, and there they sat, Emperor, King and
child bride.

| could not help thinking that Guinevere would have done dl this so much better. There would have
been heated meed to drink, more fires for warmth, and music to drown the awkward silences, but on this
night no one seemed to know what was supposed to happen, until Argante hissed at her father’ s Druid.
Fergal glanced about nervoudly, then scuttled across the courtyard to snatch up one of the becketed
torches. He used the torch to ignite the hoop, then muttered incomprehensible incantations as the flames
seized the straw.

The five newborn lambs were carried from the pen by daves. The ewes called miserably for their
missing offspring that wriggled in the daves arms. Fergd waited until the hoop was acomplete circle of
fire, then ordered the lambs be herded through the flames. Confusion followed. The lambs, having no
ideathat the fertility of Dumnonia depended on their obedience, scattered in every direction except
towardsthefire and Balin's children happily joined the whooping hunt and only succeeded in
compounding the confusion, but at last, one by one, the lambs were collected and shooed towards the
hoop, and in time al five were persuaded to jump through the circlet of fire, but by then the courtyard's
intended solemnity had been shattered. Argante, who was doubtless accustomed to seeing such
ceremonies performed much better in her native Demetia, frowned, but the rest of uslaughed and
chatted. Fergd restored the night’ s dignity by suddenly uttering aferal scream that froze usal. The Druid
was standing with his head thrown back so that he stared up at the clouds, and in hisright hand there was
lifted abroad flint knife, and in hisleft, whereit struggled helplesdy, was alamb.

‘Oh, no,” Ceinwyn protested and turned away. Gwydre grimaced and | put an arm about his



shoulders.

Fergd bellowed his challenge at the night, then held both lamb and knife high over hishead. He
screamed again, then savaged the lamb, triking and tearing at itslittle body with the clumsy, blunt knife,
the lamb struggled ever more weakly and bleated to its mother that called hopelesdy back, and dl the
while blood poured from its fleece onto Fergal’ s raised face and onto hiswild, bone-hung, fox-plaited
beard. ‘| am very glad,” Galahad murmured in my ear, ‘that | do not livein Demetia’

| glanced at Arthur while this extraordinary sacrifice was being performed and | saw alook of utter
revulson on hisface. Then he saw that | was watching him and hisface stiffened. Argante, her mouth
open eagerly, was leaning forward to watch the Druid. Mordred was grinning.

Thelamb died and Fergd, to the horror of usdl, began to prance about the courtyard, shaking the
corpse and screaming prayers. Blood droplets spattered us. | threw my cloak protectively over Ceinwyn
asthe Druid, his own face streaming with rivulets of blood, danced past. Arthur plainly had no idea that
this barbarous killing had been arranged. He had doubtless thought his new bride had planned some
decorous ceremony to precede the feast, but the rite had become an orgy of blood. All five lambswere
daughtered, and when the last smadll throat had been cut by the black flint blade, Ferga stepped back
and gestured at the hoop. ‘ Nantosueltaawaitsyou,” he caled to us, ‘here sheisl Cometo her!” Clearly
he expected some response, but none of us moved. Sagramor stared up at the moon and Culhwch
hunted alouse in hisbeard. Smal flamesflickered dong the hoop and scraps of burning straw fluttered
down to where the torn bloody corpses lay on the courtyard' s stones, and till none of us moved. ‘Come
to Nantosueltal’ Ferga called hoarsely.

Then Argante stood. She shrugged off the tiff golden robe to revead asmple blue woollen dressthat
made her ook more childlike than ever. She had narrow boyish hips, small hands and a delicate face as
white asthelambs' fleeces had been before the black knife took their little lives. Fergal called to her.
‘Come,” he chanted, ‘ come to Nantosuelta, Nantosuelta calls you, come to Nantosuelta,” and on he
crooned, summoning Argante to her Goddess. Argante, dmost in atrance now, stepped dowly forward,
each step a separate effort so that she moved and stopped, moved and stopped, as the Druid beguiled
her onwards. ‘ Come to Nantosudlta,” Ferga intoned, ‘ Nantosudltacals you, come to Nantosuelta’
Argante’ s eyeswere closed. For her, at least, this was an awvesome moment, though the rest of uswere
all, I think, embarrassed. Arthur looked appalled, and no wonder, for it seemed that he had only
exchanged Isisfor Nantosuelta, though Mordred, who had once been promised Argante as hisown
bride, watched with an eager face asthe girl shuffled forward. * Come to Nantosuelta, Nantosueltacals
you,” Ferga beckoned her on, only now his voice had risen to amock female screech.

Argante reached the hoop and as the heat of the last flames touched her face she opened her eyesand
amost seemed surprised to find herself standing beside the Goddess sfire. Shelooked at Fergd, then
ducked swiftly through the smoky ring. She smiled triumphantly and Fergd clapped her, inviting the rest
of usto join the applause. Politely we did so, though our unenthusiastic clapping ceased as Argante
crouched down beside the dead lambs. We were all sllent as she dipped a delicate finger into one of the
knife wounds. She withdrew her finger and held it up so that we could al see the blood thick oniitstip.
Then she turned so that Arthur could see. She stared at him as she opened her mouth, baring smal white
teeth, then dowly placed the finger between her teeth and closed her lips around it. She sucked it clean.
Gwydre, | saw, was staring in disbelief a his stepmother. She was not much older than Gwydre.
Ceinwyn shuddered, her hand firmly clagping mine.

Argante was till not finished. She turned, wet her finger with blood again, and stabbed the bloody
finger into the hot embers of the hoop. Then, crouching still, she groped under the hem of her blue dress,
transferring the blood and ashes to her thighs. She was ensuring that she would have babies. She was



using Nantosuelta' s power to start her own dynasty and we were al withesses to that ambition. Her eyes
were closed again, dmost in ecstasy, then suddenly the rite was over. She stood, her hand visible again,
and beckoned Arthur. She smiled for thefirst time that evening, and | saw she was beautiful, but it was a
gark beauty, ashard in itsway as Guinevere's, but without Guinevere stangle of bright hair to softenit.

She beckoned to Arthur again, for it seemed the ritual demanded that he too must pass through the
hoop. For a second he hesitated, then he looked at Gwydre and, unable to take any more of the
superdtition, he stood up and shook hishead. ‘We shdl eat,” he said harshly, then softened the curt
invitation by smiling at his guests; but a that moment | glanced at Argante and saw alook of utter fury on
her pale face. For aheartbesat | thought she would scream at Arthur. Her small body was tensed rigid
and her fistswere clenched, but Fergal, who aone except for me seemed to have noticed her rage,
whispered in her ear and she shuddered as the anger passed. Arthur had noticed nothing. ‘ Bring the
torches,” he ordered the guards, and the flames were carried insde the palace to il luminate the
feadting-hall. ‘ Come,’ Arthur called to the rest of us and we gratefully moved towards the palace doors.
Argante hesitated, but again Fergal whispered to her and she obeyed Arthur’ s summons. The Druid
stayed besi de the smoking hoaop.

Ceinwyn and | werethelast of the gueststo leave the courtyard. Some impulse had held me back, and
| touched Ceinwyn’sarm and drew her asde into the arcade’ s shadow from where we saw that one
other person had a so stayed in the courtyard. Now, when it seemed empty of al but the bleating ewes
and the blood-soaked Druid, that person stepped from the shadows. It was Mordred. He limped past
the dais, across the flagstones, and stopped beside the hoop. For a heartbeat he and the Druid stared at
each other, then Mordred made an awkward gesture with his hand, as though seeking permission to step
through the glowing remnants of thefire circle. Ferga hesitated, then nodded abruptly. Mordred ducked
his head and stepped through the hoop. He stooped at the far side and wet hisfinger in blood, but | did
not wait to see what he did. | drew Ceinwyn into the palace where the smoking flameslit the great
wall-paintings of Roman Gods and Roman hunts. ‘If they servelamb,” Ceinwyn said, ‘1 shdl refuseto
edat.

Arthur served salmon, boar and venison. A harpist played. Mordred, hislate arrival unnoticed, took
his place at the head table where he sat with ady smile on his blunt face. He spoke to no one and no one
gpoke to him, but at times he glanced across at the pale, thin Argante who aone in the room seemed to
take no pleasure from the feast. | saw her catch Mordred' s eye once and they exchanged exasperated
shrugs asif to suggest that they despised the rest of us, but other than that one glance, she merdly sulked
and Arthur was embarrassed for her, while the rest of us pretended not to notice her mood. Mordred, of
course, enjoyed her sullenness.

Next morning we hunted. A dozen of usrode, al men. Ceinwyn liked to hunt, but Arthur had asked
her to spend the morning with Argante and Ceinwyn had reluctantly agreed.

We drew the western woods, though without much hope for Mordred frequently hunted among these
trees and the huntsman doubted we would find game. Guinevere' s deerhounds, now in Arthur’ s care,
loped off among the black trunks and managed to start a doe which gave us afine gdlop through the
woods, but the huntsman called off the hounds when he saw that the animal was pregnant. Arthur and |
had ridden at atangent to the chase, thinking to head off the prey at the edge of the woods, but we
reined in when we heard the horns. Arthur looked about him, asif expecting to find more company, then
grunted when he saw | was aonewith him. ‘A strange business, last night,” he said awkwardly. ‘ But
women likethesethings,’ he added dismissively.

‘Ceinwyn doesn't, | said.
He gave me asharp look. He must have been wondering if she had told me about his proposal of



marriage, but my face betrayed nothing and he must have decided she had not spoken. ‘No,” hesaid. He
hesitated again, then laughed avkwardly. * Argante believes | should have stepped through the flames as
away of marking the marriage, but | told her | don’t need dead lambsto tell me I’ m married.’

‘I never had achance to congratulate you on your marriage,’ | said very formaly, ‘so let me do so
now. She' sabeautiful girl.’

That pleased him. * Sheis,” he said, then blushed. ‘But only achild.’
‘ Culhwch saysthey should dl betaken young, Lord,” | said lightly.

Heignored my levity. ‘1 hadn’t meant to marry,” he said quietly. | said nothing. He was not looking at
me, but staring acrossthe falow fields. ‘ But aman should be married,” he said firmly, asif trying to
convince himsdif.

‘Indeed,’ | agreed.

‘ And Oengus was enthusiagtic. Come spring, Derfe, he'll bring dl hisarmy. And they’ re good fighters,
the Blackshidds’

‘None better, Lord,” | said, but | reflected that Oengus would have brought his warriors whether
Arthur had married Argante or not. What Oengus had really wanted, of course, was Arthur’ sdliance
againg Cuneglas of Powys, whose lands Oengus s spearmen were forever raiding, but doubtless the wily
Irish King had suggested to Arthur that the marriage would guarantee the arrival of his Blackshields for
the spring campaign. The marriage had plainly been arranged in haste and now, just as plainly, Arthur
wasregretting it.

‘ She wants children, of course,” Arthur said, dill thinking of the horrid rites that had bloodied
Lindinis s courtyard.

‘Don’'t you, Lord?
‘Not yet,” he said curtly. ‘ Better to wait, | think, till the Saxon businessisover.’

‘Spesking of which,’ | said, ‘I have areguest from the Lady Guinevere.” Arthur gave me another
sharp look, but said nothing. ‘ Guineverefears,” | went on, ‘that she will be vulnerable if the Saxons
attack in the south. She begs you to move her prison to a safer place.’

Arthur leaned forward to fondle hishorse' s ears. | had expected him to be angry at the mention of
Guinevere, but he showed no irritation. * The Saxons might attack in the south,” he said mildly, ‘infact |
hope they do, for then they’ |l split their forces into two and we can pluck them one a atime. But the
greater danger, Derfdl, isif they make one single attack aong the Thames, and | must plan for the
greater, not the lesser, danger.’

‘But it would surely be prudent,’ | urged him, ‘to move whatever is vauable from southern
Dumnonia?

Heturned to look a me. His gaze was mocking, as though he despised me for showing sympathy to
Guinevere. ‘Isshevauable, Derfd? he asked. | said nothing and Arthur turned away from meto sare
across the pale fid ds where thrushes and blackbirds hunted the furrows for worms. “ Should | kill her?
he suddenly asked me.

‘Kill Guinevere? | responded, shocked at the suggestion, then decided that Argante was probably
behind hiswords. She must have resented that Guinevere il lived after committing an offence for which



her sister had died. ‘ The decision, Lord,” | said, ‘isnot mine, but surely, if it was death she deserved, it
should have been given months ago? Not now.’

He grimaced at that advice. ‘What will the Saxons do with her? he asked.
‘Shethinksthey’ll rape her. | suspect they’ll put her on athrone.’

He glowered across the pale landscape. He knew | meant Lancelot’ s throne, and he was imagining the
embarrassment of hismorta enemy on Dumnonid sthrone with Guinevere beside him and Cerdic holding
their power. It was an unbearable thought. * If she'sin any danger of capture,’ he said harshly, ‘thenyou
will kill her.’

| could hardly believe what | had heard. | stared at him, but he refused to look meintheeyes. ‘It's
smpler, surely,” | said, ‘to move her to safety? Can't she go to Glevum?

‘I have enough to worry about,” he snapped, ‘ without wasting thought on the safety of traitors.” For a
few heartbeats his face looked asangry as| had ever seen it, but then he shook his head and sighed. ‘Do
you know who | envy? he asked.

‘Tell me, Lord’
‘Tewdric
| laughed. ‘ Tewdric! Y ou want to be a constipated monk?

‘He' shappy,” Arthur said firmly, ‘ he hasfound the life he dwayswanted. | don't want the tonsure and
| don't carefor hisGod, but | envy him al the same.” He grimaced. ‘| wear myself out getting ready for a
war no one except me believes we can win, and | want none of it. None of it! Mordred should be King,
wetook an oath to make him King, and if we best the Saxons, Derfd, I'll let him rule” He spoked
defiantly, and | did not believe him. *All | ever wanted,” he went on, ‘wasahall, some land, some catle,
crops in season, timber to burn, asmithy to work iron, astream for water. Isit too much? Herarely
indulged in such self-pity, and | just let hisanger talk itsalf out. He had often expressed such adream of a
household tight in its own palisade, shielded from the world by deep woods and wide fields and filled
with hisown folk, but now, with Cerdic and Adlle gathering their spears, he must have known it wasa
hopelessdream. ‘| can’t hold Dumnoniafor ever,” he said, ‘ and when we ve beaten the Saxonsit might
betimeto let other men bridle Mordred. Asfor me, I'll follow Tewdric into happiness.” He gathered his
reins. ‘| can't think about Guinevere now,” hesaid, ‘but if she'sin any danger, you dedl with her.” And
with that curt command he clapped his hedls back and drove his horse away.

| stayed where | was. | was agppalled, but if | had thought beyond my disgust at his order, | should
surely have known what wasin hismind. He knew | would not kill Guinevere, and he knew therefore that
shewas safe, but by giving me the harsh order he was not required to betray any affection for her. Odi at
amo, excrucior.

Wekilled nothing thet morning.

In the afternoon the warriors gathered in the feasting-hal. Mordred was there, hunched in the chair that
served as histhrone. He had nothing to contribute for he was a king without a kingdom, yet Arthur
accorded him a proper courtesy. Arthur began, indeed, by saying that when the Saxons came Mordred
would ride with him and that the whole army would fight beneath Mordred’ s banner of the red dragon.
Mordred nodded his agreement, but what else could he do? In truth, and we dl knew it, Arthur was not
offering Mordred a chance of redeeming his reputation in battle, but ensuring that he could make no



mischief. Mordred' s best chance of regaining his power wasto aly himself with our enemies by offering
himself as a puppet king to Cerdic, but instead he would be a prisoner of Arthur’s hard warriors.

Arthur then confirmed that King Meurig of Gwent would not fight. That news, though no surprise, was
met by agrowl of hatred. Arthur hushed the protest. Meurig, he said, was convinced that the coming war
was not Gwent’ s battle, but the King had till given his grudging permission for Cuneglasto bring the
army of Powys south across Gwent’ sland and for Oengus to march his Blackshieldsthrough his
kingdom. Arthur said nothing of Meurig’ s ambition to rule Dumnonia, perhaps because he knew that such
an announcement would only make us even angrier with the King of Gwent, and Arthur till hoped that
somehow he could change Meurig’s mind and so did not want to provoke more hatred between us and
Gwent. The forces of Powys and Demetia, Arthur said, would converge on Corinium, for that walled
Roman city wasto be Arthur’ s base and the place where al our supplies were to be concentrated. ‘We
gtart supplying Corinium tomorrow,” Arthur said. ‘1 want it crammed with food, for it’ stherewe shall
fight our battle” He paused. ‘ One vast battle, he said, ‘with al their forces againgt every man we can
rase’

‘A sege? Culhwch asked, surprised.

‘No,” Arthur said. Instead, he explained, he intended to use Corinium as alure. The Saxonswould
soon hear that the town was filled with salted meat, dried fish and grain, and, like any great horde on the
march, they would be short of food themselves and so would be drawn to Corinium likeafox to a
duckpond, and there he planned to destroy them. * They will besiegeit,’ he said, ‘and Morfanswill
defend it.” Morfans, forewarned of that duty, nodded his agreement. ‘ But the rest of us,” Arthur went on,
‘will bein the hills north of the city. Cerdic will know he hasto destroy usand he' Il breek off hissiegeto
do that. Then we'll fight him on ground of our choosing.’

The whole plan depended on both Saxon armies advancing up the valley of the Thames, and dll the
sgnsindicated that thiswasindeed the Saxon intention. They were piling suppliesinto London and
Pontes, and making no preparations on the southern frontier. Culhwch, who guarded that southern
border, had raided deep into Lloegyr and told us that he had found no concentration of spearmen, nor
any indication that Cerdic was hoarding grain or mest in Ventaor any other of the frontier towns.
Everything pointed, Arthur said, to asmple, brutal and overwheming assault up the Thamesaimed at the
shore of the Severn Sea with the decisve battle being fought somewhere near Corinium. Sagramor’s men
had aready built great warning beacons on the hilltops on either sde of the Thames valey, and till more
beacons had been made on the hills spreading south and west into Dumnonia, and when we saw the
smoke of those fireswe were al to march to our places.

‘That won't be until after Beltain,” Arthur said. He had spiesin both Adlle€ sand Cerdic' shalls, and all
had reported that the Saxons would wait until after the feast of their Goddess Eostre which would be
celebrated awhole week after Beltain. The Saxons wished the Goddess s blessing, Arthur explained,
and they wanted to give the new season’ s boats time to come across the seawith their hulls packed with
yet more hungry fighting men.

But after Eostre’ sfeadt, he said, the Saxons would advance and he would let them come deep into
Dumnoniawithout a battle, though he planned to harassthem al the way. Sagramor, with his
battle-hardened spearmen, would retreat in front of the Saxon horde and offer whatever resistance he
could short of ashield wal, while Arthur gathered the dllied army at Corinium.

Culhwch and | had different orders. Our task was to defend the hills south of the Thamesvalley. We
could not expect to defeat any determined Saxon thrust that came south through those hills, but Arthur
did not expect any such attack. The Saxons, he said again and again, would keep marching westwards,
ever westwards along the Thames, but they were bound to send raiding partiesinto the southern hillsin



search of grain and cattle. Our task was to stop those raiding parties, thus forcing the scavengersto go
north ingtead. That would take the Saxons across the Gwentian border and might spur Meurig into a
declaration of war. The ungpoken thought in that hope, though each of usin that smoky room
nevertheless understood it, was that without Gwent’ s well-trained spearmen the great battle near
Corinium would be atruly desperate affair. * So fight them hard,” Arthur told Culhwch and me. *Kill their
foragers, scare them, but don’t be caught in battle. Harass them, frighten them, but once they’ rewithina
day’ smarch of Corinium, leave them aone. Just march to join me.” He would need every spear he could
gather to fight that gresat battle outside Corinium, and Arthur seemed sure that we could win it solong as
our forces had the high ground.

It was, initsway, agood plan. The Saxons would be lured degp into Dumnonia and there be forced
to attack up some steep hill, but the plan depended on the enemy doing exactly as Arthur wanted, and
Cerdic, | thought, was not an obliging man. Y et Arthur seemed confident enough, and thet, at least, was
comforting.

Wedl went home. | made mysdlf unpopular by searching al the housesin my district and confiscating
grain, salted meat and dried fish. We left enough suppliesto keep the folk aive, but sent therest to
Corinium whereit would feed Arthur’ sarmy. It was adistasteful business, for peasants fear hunger
amost as much asthey fear enemy spearmen, and we were forced to search for hiding places and ignore
the screams of women who accused us of tyranny. But better our searches, | told them, than Saxon
ravages.

We dso readied oursdves for bettle. | laid out my wargear and my daves oiled the leather jerkin,
polished the mail coat, combed out the wolf-hair plume on the helmet and repainted the white star on my
heavy shield. The new year came with the blackbird’ sfirst song. Missel thrushes called from the high
twigs of thelarches behind Dun Caric s hill, and we paid the children of the village to run with potsand
gticks through the apple orchards to scare away the bullfinches that would steal thetiny fruit buds.
Sparrows nested and the stream glinted with the returning salmon. The dusks were made noisy by flocks
of pied wagtails. Within afew weeks there were blossoms on the hazel, dog violetsin the woods and
gold-touched cones on the sallow trees. Buck hares danced in the fields where the lambs played. In
March there was a swarm of toads and | feared what it meant, but there was no Merlin to ask, for he,
with Nimue, had vanished and it seemed we must fight without his help. Larks sang, and the predatory
magpies hunted for new-laid eggs along hedgerows that still lacked their cover of foliage.

The leaves came at last, and with them news of the first warriors arriving south from Powys. They
werefew in number, for Cuneglas did not want to exhaust the food supplies being piled in Corinium, but
their arrival gave promise of the greater army that Cuneglas would lead south after Beltain. Our calves
were born, butter was churned and Ceinwyn busied hersdf cleaning out the hal after the long smoky
winter.

They were odd and bittersweet days, for there was the promise of war in anew spring that was
suddenly glorious with sundrenched skies and flower-bright meadows. The Christians preach of ' the last
days , by which they mean those times before the world' s ending, and maybe folk will fed then aswedid
inthat soft and lovely spring. Therewas an unred qudity to everyday life which made every small task
specia. Maybe thiswould be the last time we would ever burn winter straw from our bedding and maybe
the last time we would ever heave acdf al bloody from its mother’ swomb into the world. Everything
was special, because everything was threstened.

We aso knew that the coming Beltain might be the last we would ever know as afamily and so we
tried to make it memorable. Beltain greetsthe new year’ slife, and on the eve of thefeast welet dl the
firesdiein Dun Caric. Thekitchen fires, that had burned al winter long, went unfed al day and by night



they were nothing but embers. We raked them out, swept the hearths clean, then laid new fires, while on
ahill to the east of the village we hegped two great piles of firewood, one of them stacked about the
sacred tree that Pyrlig, our bard, had selected. It was ayoung hazel that we had cut down and carried
ceremonialy through the village, across the stream and up the hill. The tree was hung with scraps of cloth,
and dl the houses, like the hall itself, were decked with new young hazel boughs.

That night, all across Britain, the fireswere dead. On Bdtain Eve darknessrules. Thefeast waslaidin
our hal, but there was no fire to cook it and no flameto light the high rafters. There was no light
anywhere, except in the Chrigtian towns where folks hegped their fires to defy the Gods, but in the
countryside all was dark. At dusk we had climbed the hill, amass of villagers and spearmen driving caitle
and sheep that were folded into wattle enclosures. Children played, but once the great dark fell the
smdlest children fell adeep and their little bodieslay in the grass asthe rest of us gathered about the unlit
firesand there sang the Lament of Annwn.

Then, in the darkest part of the night, we made the new year’ sfire. Pyrlig made the flame by rubbing
two stickswhile Issadribbled shavings of larch-wood kindling onto the spark that gave off atiny wisp of
smoke. The two men stooped to the tiny flame, blew on it, added more kindling, and & last astrong
flame legpt up and al of us began to sing the Chant of Belenos as Pyrlig carried the new fire to the two
heaps of firewood. The deeping children awoke and ran to find their parents as the Betain fires sprang
high and bright.

A goat was sacrificed once the fires were burning. Ceinwyn, as ever, turned away as the beast’ s throat
was cut and as Pyrlig scattered its blood on the grass. He tossed the goat’ s corpse onto the fire where
the sacred hazel was burning, then the villagersfetched their cattle and sheep and drove them between
the two great blazes. We hung plaited straw collars about the cows' necks, and then watched as young
women danced between the fires to seek the blessing of the Gods on their wombs. They had danced
through fire at Imbolc, but dwaysdid it again at Beltain. That wasthefirst year Morwennawas old
enough to dance between the firesand | felt apang of sadness as | watched my daughter twirl and leap.
She looked so happy. She was thinking of marriage and dreaming of babies, yet within afew weeks, |
thought, she could be dead or endaved. That thought filled me with ahuge anger and | turned away from
our firesand was artled to see the bright flames of other Bdltain fires burning in the distance. All across
Dumnoniathe fires were burning to greet the newly arrived year.

My spearmen had brought two huge iron cauldronsto the hilltop and wefilled their bellieswith burning
wood, then hurried down the hill with the two flaming pots. Oncein the village the new firewas
distributed, each cottage taking aflame from the fire and setting it to the waiting wood in the hearth. We
went to the hal last and there carried the new fire into the kitchens. It was dmaost dawn by then, and the
villagers crowded into the palisade to wait for therising sun. Theingtant thet itsfirgt brilliant shard of light
showed above the eastern horizon, we sang the song of Lugh’ s birth; ajoyous, dancing hymn of
merriment. We faced the east as we sang our welcome to the sun, and right across the horizon we could
seethe dark dribble of Beltain smoke rising into the ever paler sky.

The cooking began asthe hearth fires became hot. | had planned a huge feast for the village, thinking
that thismight be our last day of happinessfor along time. The common folk rarely ate mest, but on that
Beltain we had five deer, two boars, three pigs and six sheep to roast; we had barrels of newly brewed
mead and ten baskets of bread that had been baked on the old season’ sfires. There was cheese, honied
nuts and oatcakes with the cross of Beltain scorched onto their crusts. In aweek or so the Saxonswould
come, so thiswas atimeto give afeast that might help our people through the horrors to come.

The villagers played games as the meat cooked. There were foot-races down the street, wrestling
matches and acompetition to see who could lift the heaviest weight. The girlswove flowersin their hair



and, long before the feast began, | saw the couples dipping away. We ate in the afternoon, and while we
feasted the poets recited and the village bards sang to us and the success of their compositions was
judged by the amount of applause each generated. | gave gold to all the bards and poets, even the worst
ones, and there were many of those. Most of the poets were young men who blushingly declaimed
clumsy lines addressed to their girls, and the girlswould look sheepish and the villagers would jeer, laugh
and then demand that each girl reward the poet with akiss, and if the kisswas too flesting, the couple
would be held face to face and made to kiss properly. The poetry became markedly better aswe drank
more.

| drank too much. Indeed we al feasted well and drank even better. At one point | was challenged to
awrestling match by the village' swedthiest farmer and the crowd demanded | accept and so, half drunk
aready, | clapped my hands on the farmer’ s body, and he did the sameto me, and | could smdll the
reeking mead on his bregth as he could doubtless smdll it on mine. He heaved, | heaved back, and
neither of us could move the other, so we stood there, locked head to head like battling stags, while the
crowd mocked our sad display. Inthe end | tipped him over, but only because he was more drunk than |
was. | drank still more, trying, perhaps, to obliterate the future.

By nightfall | wasfeding sick. | went to the fighting platform we had built on the eastern rampart and
there | leaned on thewall’ stop and stared at the darkening horizon. Twin wisps of smoke drifted from
the hilltop where we had lit our night’ s new fires, though to my mead-fuddied mind it seemed asif there
were at least adozen smoke pyres. Ceinwyn climbed up to the platform and laughed a my dismal face.
‘You'redrunk, shesaid.

‘| amthat,’ | agreed.
‘“You'll deep likeahog,” she said accusingly, ‘and snore like onetoo.’
‘It sBdtain,” | said in excuse, and waved my hand at the distant wisps of smoke.

She leaned on the parapet beside me. She had doe blossom woven into her golden hair and looked as
beautiful asever. ‘We must talk to Arthur about Gwydre,” she said.

‘Marrying Morwenna? | asked, then paused to collect my thoughts. * Arthur seems so unfriendly these
days,’ | finally managed to say, ‘and maybe he hasamind to marry Gwydre to someone €l se?

‘Maybe hehas,’ Ceinwyn said camly, ‘in which case we should find someone e se for Morwenna’
‘Who?

‘That’ s exactly what | want you to think about,” Ceinwyn said, ‘when you' re sober. Maybe one of
Culhwch'sboys? She peered down into the evening shadows at the foot of Dun Caric'shill. There was
atangle of bushes at the foot of the dope and she could see acouple busy among theleaves. ‘ That's
Morfudd,” she said.

‘“Who?

‘Morfudd, Ceinwyn said, ‘thedairy girl. Another baby coming, | suppose. It redly istime she
married.” She sighed and stared at the horizon. Shewas silent for along time, then she frowned. ‘ Don't
you think there are more firesthis year than last? she asked.

| dutifully stared at the horizon, but in al honesty | could not distinguish between one spiring smoke
traill and another. ‘Possibly,’ | said evasively.

She dill frowned. *Or maybethey aren't Bdtainfiresat dl.’



‘Of coursethey arel’ | said with al the certitude of adrunken man.
‘But beacons,” she went on.

It took afew heartbeats for the meaning of her wordsto sink in, then suddenly | did not fed drunk at
al. | felt sck, but not drunk. | gazed eastwards. A score of plumes smudged their smoke against the sky,
but two of the plumeswere far thicker than the others and far too thick to be the remnants of fireslit the
night before and alowed to diein the dawn.

And suddenly, sckeningly, | knew they were the warning beacons. The Saxons had not waited until
after their feast of Eostre, but had come at Beltain. They knew we had prepared warning beacons, but
they also knew that the fires of Beltain would belit on hilltops al across Dumnonia, and they must have
guessed that we would not notice the warning beacons among the ritual fires. They had tricked us. We
had feasted, we had drunk ourselvesinsensible, and al the while the Saxons were attacking.

And Dumnoniawas a war.

I was the leader of seventy experienced warriors, but | aso commanded ahundred and ten youngsters

| had trained through the winter. Those one hundred and eighty men congtituted nearly onethird of al
Dumnonia s spearmen, but only sixteen of them were ready to march by dawn. The rest were either ill
drunk or else so suffering that they ignored my curses and blows. Issaand | dragged the worst &fflicted
to the stream and tossed them into the chill water, but it did small good. | could only wait as, hour by
hour, more men recovered their wits. A score of sober Saxons could have laid Dun Caric waste that
morning.

The beacon fires il burned to tell usthat the Saxons were coming, and | felt aterrible guilt that | had
faled Arthur so badly. Later | learned that nearly every warrior in Dumnoniawas smilarly insengible that
morning, though Sagramor’ s hundred and twenty men had stayed sober and they dutifully fell back in
front of the advancing Saxon armies, but the rest of us staggered, retched, gasped for bresth and gulped
water like dogs.

By midday most of my men were standing, though not al, and only afew were ready for along march.
My armour, shield and war spears were loaded on a pack-horse, while ten mules carried the baskets of
food that Ceinwyn had been busy filling al morning. She would wait a Dun Caric, either for victory or,
more likely, for amessagetelling her to flee.

Then, afew moments after midday, everything changed.

A rider came from the south on a swesting horse. He was Culhwch'’ s eldest son, Einion, and he had
ridden himsdlf and his horse close to exhaustion in hisfrantic attempt to reach us. He haf fell from the
saddle. ‘Lord,” he gasped, then stumbled, found his feet and gave me a perfunctory bow. For afew
heartbeats he was too breathless to speak, then the words tumbled out in frantic excitement, but he had
been s0 eager to ddiver his message and had so anticipated the drama of the moment that he was quite
unable to make any sense, though | did understand he had come from the south and that the Saxons were
marching there.

| led him to a bench beside the hal and sat him down. *Welcome to Dun Caric, Einion ap Culhwch,’” |
sad very formdly, ‘and say dl that again.’



‘The Saxons, Lord,” he said, ‘ have attacked Dunum:.’

So Guinevere had been right and the Saxons had marched in the south. They had come from Cerdic’'s
land beyond Ventaand were dready deep inside Dumnonia. Dunum, our fortress close to the coast, had
fdlenin yesterday’ s dawn. Culhwch had abandoned the fort rather than have his hundred men
overwhelmed, and now he wasfalling back in front of the enemy. Einion, ayoung man with the same
squat build as hisfather, looked up a mewoefully. ‘ There are just too many of them, Lord.’

The Saxons had made fools of us. First they had convinced us that they meant no mischief in the south,
then they had attacked on our feast night when they knew we would mistake the distant beacon firesfor
the flames of Beltain, and now they were loose on our southern flank. Adlle, | guessed, was pushing
down the Thames while Cerdic' s troops were rampaging free by the coast. Einion was not certain that
Cerdic himsdlf led the southern attack, for he had not seen the Saxon King' s banner of the red-painted
wolf skull hung with adead man’ sflayed skin, but he had seen Lancelot’ sflag of the sea eagle with the
fish clutched initstalons. Culhwch believed that Lancel ot was leading his own followers and two or three
hundred Saxons besides.

‘“Where were they when you left? | asked Einion.

‘Still south of Sorviodunum, Lord.’

‘And your father?

‘Hewasin thetown, Lord, but he dare not be trapped there.’

So Culhwch would yield the fortress of Sorviodunum rather than be trapped. * Does he want meto
joinhim? | asked.

Einion shook his head. ‘He sent word to Durnovaria, Lord, telling the folk there to come north. He
thinks you should protect them and take them to Corinium.’

‘Who'sat Durnovaria? | asked.
‘The Princess Argante, Lord.’

| swore softly. Arthur’s new wife could not just be abandoned and | understood now what Culhwch
was suggesting. He knew Lancelot could not be stopped, so he wanted me to rescue whatever was
vauablein Dumnonia s heartland and retrest north towards Corinium while Culhwch did his best to dow
the enemy. It was a desperately makeshift strategy, and at its end we would have yielded the greater part
of Dumnoniato the enemy’ sforces, but there was till the chance that we could all come together at
Corinium to fight Arthur’ s battle, though by rescuing Argante | abandoned Arthur’ s plansto harassthe
Saxonsin the hills south of the Thames. That was a pity, but war rarely goes according to plan.

‘Does Arthur know? | asked Einion.

‘My brother isriding to him,” Einion assured me, which meant Arthur would till not have heard the
news. It would be late afternoon before Einion’ s brother reached Corinium, where Arthur had spent
Bdtain. Culhwch, meanwhile, was |ost somewhere south of the great plain while Lancedot’ sarmy was
-where? Adlle, presumably, was still marching west, and maybe Cerdic was with him, which meant
Lancelot could elther continue aong the coast and capture Durnovaria, or else turn north and follow
Culhwch towards Caer Cadarn and Dun Caric. But either way, | reflected, this landscape would be
swarming with Saxon spearmen in only three or four days.

| gave Einion afresh horse and sent him north to Arthur with amessage that | would bring Argante to



Corinium, but suggesting he might send horsemen to Aquae Sulisto meet us and then hurry her
northwards. | then sent Issaand fifty of my fittest men south to Durnovaria. | ordered them to march fast
and light, carrying only their weapons, and | warned |ssathat he might expect to meet Argante and the
other fugitives from Durnovaria coming north on the road. Issawasto bring them al to Dun Caric. ‘With
good fortune,” | told him, “you’ll be back here by tomorrow nightfall.’

Ceinwyn made her own preparationsto leave. Thiswas not the first time she had been afugitive from
war and she knew well enough that she and our daughters could take only what they could carry.
Everything else must be abandoned, and so two spearmen dug a cavein the side of Dun Caric’ shill and
there she hid our gold and silver, and afterwards the two men filled the hole and disguised it with turf. The
villagers were doing the same with cooking pots, spades, sharpening stones, spindles, Seves, anything,
indeed, that wastoo heavy to carry and too valuable to lose. All over Dumnoniasuch vauableswere
being buried.

Therewaslittle | could do a Dun Caric except wait for Issa s return and so | rode south to Caer
Cadarn and Lindinis. We kept asmall garrison at Caer Cadarn, not for any military reason, but because
the hill was our roya place and so deserved guarding. That garrison was composed of a score of old
men, most of them crippled, and of the twenty only five or Sx would be truly useful in the shield wall, but
| ordered them al north to Dun Caric, then turned the mare west towards Lindinis.

Mordred had sensed the dire news. Rumour passes at unimaginable speed in the countryside, and
though no messenger had come to the palace, he till guessed my mission. | bowed to him, then politely
requested that he be ready to |eave the palace within the hour.

‘Oh, that’ simpossible!l’ he said, hisround face betraying his ddight at the chaos that threatened
Dumnonia. Mordred ever delighted in misfortune.

‘Impossible, Lord King? | asked.

Hewaved a hand about his throne room that was filled with Roman furniture, much of it chipped or
withitsinlay missing, but till lavish and beautiful. ‘1 have thingsto pack,” he said, ‘ peopleto see.
Tomorrow, maybe?

“Y ou ride north to Coriniumin one hour, Lord King,” | said harshly. It wasimportant to move
Mordred out of the Saxon path, which waswhy | had come here rather than ridden south to meet
Argante. If Mordred had stayed he would undoubtedly have been used by Adlle and Cerdic, and
Mordred knew it. For amoment he looked as though he would argue, then he ordered me out of the
room and shouted for adaveto lay out hisarmour. | sought out Lanval, the old spearman whom Arthur
had placed in charge of the King' sguard. Y ou take every horsein the stables;’ | told Lanval, ‘and
escort thelittle bastard to Corinium. Y ou give him to Arthur persondly.’

Mordred left within the hour. The King rode in his armour and with his standard flying. | amost
ordered him to furl the standard, for the sight of the dragon would only provoke more rumoursin the
country, but maybe it was no bad thing to spread alarm because folk needed time to prepare and to hide
their valuables. | watched the King' s horses clatter through the gate and turn north, then | went back into
the palace where the steward, alamed spearman named Dyrrig, was shouting at davesto gather the
palace streasures. Candle-stands, pots and cauldrons were being carried to the back garden to be
concealed in adry well, while bedspreads, linens and clothes were being piled on cartsto be hidden in
the nearby woods. * The furniture can stay,” Dyrrig told me sourly, ‘the Saxons are welcometo it.’

| wandered through the palace’ s rooms and tried to imagine the Saxons whooping between the pillars,
smashing the fragile chairs and shattering the delicate mosaics. Who would live here, | wondered?



Cerdic? Lancelot? If anyone, | decided, it would be Lancelot, for the Saxons seemed to have no taste
for Roman luxury. They left placeslike Lindinisto rot and built their own timber and thatch hdls nearby.

| lingered in the throne room, trying to imagine it lined with the mirrorsthat Lancelot so loved. He
existed in aworld of polished metd so that he could ever admire his own beauty. Or perhaps Cerdic
would destroy the palace to show that the old world of Britain was ended and that the new brutd reign of
the Saxons had begun. It was ameancholy, self-indulgent moment, broken when Dyrrig shuffled into the
roomtrailing hismaimed leg. ‘I'll savethefurnitureif youwant, hesaid grudgingly.

‘No,” | said.

Dyrrig plucked ablanket off acouch. ‘ Thelittle bastard left three girls here, and one of them’s
pregnant. | suppose I’ll have to give them gold. He won't. Now, what’ sthis? He had stopped behind
the carved chair that served as Mordred' s throne and | joined him to see that therewas a holein the
floor. ‘“Wasn't there yesterday,’ Dyrrig insisted.

| knelt down and found that a complete section of the mosaic floor had been lifted. The section was at
the edge of the room, where bunches of grapes formed a border to the centra picture of areclining God
attended by nymphs, and one whole bunch of grapes had been carefully lifted out from the border. | saw
that the small tiles had been glued to a piece of leather cut to the shape of the grapes, and beneath them
there had been alayer of narrow Roman bricks that were now scattered under the chair. It wasa
deliberate hiding place, giving accessto the flues of the old heating chamber that ran benegath the floor.

Something glinted at the bottom of the heating chamber and | leaned down and groped among the dust
and debristo bring up two small gold buttons, a scrap of leather and what, with agrimace, | realized
were mice droppings. | brushed my hands clean, then handed one of the buttonsto Dyrrig. The other,
which | examined, showed a bearded, belligerent, helmeted face. It was crude work, but powerful inthe
intengity of the stare. * Saxon made,” | said.

‘Thisonetoo, Lord,” Dyrrig said, and | saw that his button was almost identical to mine. | peered
again into the heating chamber, but could see no more buttons or coins. Mordred had plainly hidden a
hoard of gold there, but the mice had nibbled the |eather bag so that when he lifted the treasure free a
couple of the buttons had fallen ouit.

‘So why does Mordred have Saxon gold? | asked.
‘“Youtdl me, Lord, Dyrrig sad, spitting into the hole.

| carefully propped the Roman bricks on the low stone arches that supported the floor, then pulled the
leather-backed tilesinto place. | could guesswhy Mordred had gold, and | did not like the answer.
Mordred had been present when Arthur revealed the plans of his campaign against the Saxons, and that,
| thought, was why the Saxons had been able to catch us off balance. They had known we would
concentrate our forces on the Thames, so al the while they had let us believe that was where the assault
would come and Cerdic had dowly and secretly built up hisforcesin the south. Mordred had betrayed
us. | could not be certain of that for two golden buttons did not congtitute proof, but it made agrim
sense. Mordred wanted his power back, and though he would not gain al that power from Cerdic he
would certainly get the revenge on Arthur that he craved. * How would the Saxons have managed to talk
with Mordred? | asked Dyrrig.

‘Simple, Lord. Thereare dwaysvigtorshere’ Dyrrig said. ‘Merchants, bards, jugglers, girls’
‘We should have dit histhroat,’ | said bitterly, pocketing the button.



‘Why didn’'t you? Dyrrig asked.

‘Because he' s Uther’ sgrandson,’ | said, ‘and Arthur would never permit it.” Arthur had taken an oath
to protect Mordred, and that oath bound Arthur for life. Besides, Mordred was our real King, and in him
ran the blood of al our Kings back to Bdli Mawr himself, and though Mordred was rotten, his blood was
sacred and so Arthur kept him dive. ‘Mordred stask,” | said to Dyrrig, ‘isto whelp an heir of a proper
wife, but once he' s given us anew King he would be well advised to wear aniron collar.’

‘No wonder he doesn’'t marry,” Dyrrig said. * And what happensif he never does? Suppose there'sno
heir?

‘That’'sagood question,’ | said, ‘but let’ s beat the Saxons before we worry about answering it.’

| 1eft Dyrrig disguising the old dry well with brush. | could have ridden straight back to Dun Caric for |
had looked after the urgent needs of the moment; Issawas on hisway to escort Argante to safety,
Mordred was safely gone north, but | still had one piece of unfinished business and so | rode north on the
Fosse Way that ran beside the great swamps and lakesthat edged Y nys Wydryn. Warblers were noisy
among the reeds while sickle-winged martins were busy pecking beakfuls of mud to make their new nests
beneath our eaves. Cuckoos called from the willows and birches that edged the marshland. The sun
shone on Dumnonia, the oaks werein new green leaf and the meadows to my east were bright with
cowdipsand daises. | did not ride hard, but let my mare amble until, afew miles north of Lindinis, |
turned west onto the land bridge that reached towards Y nys Wydryn. So far | had been serving Arthur’'s
best interests by ensuring Argante’ s safety and by securing Mordred, but now | risked his displeasure.
Or maybe | did exactly what he had aways wanted meto do.

| went to the shrine of the Holy Thorn, where | found Morgan preparing to leave. She had heard no
definite news, but rumour had done itswork and she knew Y nys Wydryn was threatened. | told her what
little I knew and after she had heard that scanty news she peered up at me from behind her golden mask.
‘So whereismy husband? she demanded shrilly.

‘I don’'t know, Lady,’ | said. Sofar as| knew Sansum was till a prisoner in Bishop Emrys shousein
Durnovaria

“You don't know, Morgan snapped at me, ‘and you don’t care!’
‘Intruth, Lady, | don’t,” | told her. ‘But | assume he'll flee north like everyone dse’

‘“Then tel him we ve goneto Siluria. To Isca’” Morgan, naturaly, was quite prepared for the
emergency. She had been packing the shrin€' streasuresin anticipation of the Saxon invason, and
boatmen were ready to carry those treasures and the Christian women across Y nys Wydryn' s lakesto
the coast where other boats were waiting to carry them north across the Severn Seato Siluria. ‘ And tell
Arthur I'm praying for him,” Morgan added, ‘though he doesn’'t deserve my prayers. And tell him | have
hiswhore safe’

‘No, Lady,’ | said, for that waswhy | had ridden to Y nys Wydryn. To thisday | am not exactly sure
why | did not let Guinevere go with Morgan, but | think the Gods guided me. Or e'sg, in the welter of
confusion as the Saxonstore our careful preparationsto tatters, | wanted to give Guinevere onelast gift.
We had never been friends, but in my mind | associated her with the good times, and though it was her
foolishness that brought on the bad, | had seen how stale Arthur had been ever snce Guinevere' s eclipse.
Or perhaps | knew that in this terrible time we needed every strong soul we could muster, and there were
few souls astough asthat of the Princess Guinevere of Henis-Wyren.

‘ She comeswith me!” Morgan inssted.



‘I have ordersfrom Arthur,” | insgsted to Morgan, and that settled the matter, though in truth her
brother’ s orders were terrible and vague. If Guinevereisin danger, Arthur had told me, | wasto fetch
her or maybekill her, but | had decided to fetch her, and instead of sending her to safety acrossthe
Severn | would carry her still closer to the danger.

‘It srather like watching aherd of cows threatened by wolves,” Guinevere said when | reached her
room. She was standing at the window from where she could see Morgan’ swomen running to and fro
between their buildings and the boats that waited beyond the shrine’ swestern palisade. ‘What's

happening, Derfd?

“You wereright, Lady. The Saxons are attacking in the south.” | decided not to tell her that it was
Lancelot who led that southern assaullt.

‘Do you think they’ll come here? she asked.

‘I don’t know. | just know that we can’t defend any place except where Arthur is, and he' s at
Corinium.”

‘In other words,” she said with asmile, ‘everything is confuson? Shelaughed, sensing an opportunity
in that confusion. She was dressed in her usud drab clothes, but the sun shone through the open window
to give her splendid red hair agolden aura. * So what does Arthur want to do with me? she asked.

Death? No, | decided, he had never redlly wanted that. What he wanted was what his proud soul
would not let him takefor itself. ‘| am just ordered to fetch you, Lady,’ | answered instead.

‘To gowhere, Derfel?

“Y ou can sail acrossthe Severn with Morgan,” | said, ‘or come with me. I'm taking folk north to
Corinium and | dare say from there you can travel on to Glevum. You'll be safe there!

She waked from the window and sat in achair beside the empty hearth. ‘Folk,” she said, plucking the
word from my sentence. ‘Whét folk, Derfel?

| blushed. ‘ Argante. Ceinwyn, of course.’
Guinevere laughed. ‘| would like to meet Argante. Do you think she' d like to meet me?
‘| doubt it, Lady.’

‘| doubt it too. | imagine she' d prefer meto be dead. So, | can travel with you to Corinium, or go to
Siluriawith the Chrigtian cows?1 think I’ ve heard enough Chrigtian hymnsto last me alifetime. Besides,
the greater adventure lies at Corinium, don't you think?

‘| fear 0, Lady.’

‘Fear? Oh, don't fear, Derfd.” She laughed with an exhilarating happiness. ‘Y ou dl forget how good
Arthur iswhen nothing goesright. It will be ajoy to watch him. So when do we leave?

‘Now,” | said, ‘or assoon asyou'reready.’
‘I'mready,” she said happily, ‘I’ ve been ready to leave this place for ayear.’
“Your servants?

‘There are dways other servants,” she said carelesdy. ‘ Shall we go?



| only had the one horse and so, out of politeness, | offered it to her and walked beside her aswe left
the shrine. | have rarely seen aface as radiant as Guinevere s face was that day. For months she had
been locked inside Y nys Wydryn’' swalls, and suddenly she wasriding ahorsein the open air, between
new-leaved birch trees and under asky unlimited by Morgan’s palisade. We climbed to the land bridge
beyond the Tor and once we were on that high bare ground she laughed and gave me amischievous
glance. ‘What' sto stop meriding away, Derfel ?

‘Nothing at dl, Lady.’

She whooped like agirl and kicked back her hedls, then kicked again to force thetired mareinto a
gdlop. Thewind streamed in her red curls as she galloped free on the grasdand. She shouted for the joy
of it, curving the horse around mein agrest circle. Her skirts blew back, but she did not care, shejust
kicked the horse again and so rode around and around until the horse was blowing and she was
breathless. Only then did she curb the mare and dide out of the saddle. ‘I'm so sore!” she said happily.

‘“Youridewdl, Lady, | said.

‘| dreamed of riding ahorse again. Of hunting again. Of so much.” She patted her skirts straight, then
gave me an amused glance. ‘What exactly did Arthur order you to do with me?

| hesitated. ‘ He was not specific, Lady.’
‘Tokill me? sheasked.

‘No, Lady! | said, sounding shocked. | was |leading the mare by her reins and Guinevere was waking
besdeme.

‘He certainly doesn’t want mein Cerdic’ shands,” shesaid tartly, ‘I’ d just be an embarrassment! |
suspect heflirted with theidea of ditting my throat. Argante must have wanted that. | certainly would if |
were her. | wasthinking about that as | rode around you just now. Suppose, | thought, that Derfel has
ordersto kill me? Should | keep riding? Then | decided you probably wouldn’t kill me, eveniif you did
have orders. He d have sent Culhwech if he wanted me dead.” She suddenly grunted and bent her knees
to imitate Culhwch’slimping wak. * Culhwch would cut my throat,” she said, *and wouldn't think twice
about it.” Shelaughed, her new high spiritsirrepressible. * So Arthur wasn't specific?

‘No, Lady.

‘Sotruly, Derfd, thisisyour idea? Shewaved at the countryside.

‘Yes, Lady,’ | confessed.

‘1 hope Arthur thinks you did theright thing,” she said, ‘ otherwiseyou'll bein trouble’
‘I'min trouble enough already, Lady,’ | confessed. ‘ The old friendship seems dead.’

She must have heard the bleaknessin my voice, for she suddenly put an arm through mine. * Poor
Derfel. | suppose he's ashamed?

| was embarrassed. ‘Yes, Lady.’

‘| wasvery bad, shesaid in arueful voice. ‘ Poor Arthur. But do you know what will restore him?
And your friendship?

‘I"d like to know, Lady.’



Shetook her arm from mine. * Grinding the Saxonsinto offd, Derfd, that’swhat will bring Arthur
back. Victory! Give Arthur victory and he' Il give us hisold soul back.’

‘The Saxons, Lady,” | warned her, ‘are hafway to victory dready.’ | told her what | knew: that the
Saxons were rampaging free to the east and south, our forces were scattered and that our only hope was
to assemble our army before the Saxons reached Corinium, where Arthur’ s small warband of two
hundred spearmen waited adone. | assumed Sagramor was retreating towards Arthur, Culhwch was
coming from the south, and | would go north as soon as | ssareturned with Argante. Cuneglaswould
doubtless march from the north and Oengus mac Airem would hurry from the west the moment they
heard the news, but if the Saxons reached Corinium firg, then al hope was gone. There waslittle enough
hope even if we did win the race, for without Gwent’ s spearmen we would be so outnumbered that only
amiracle could save us.

‘Nonsense!” Guinevere said when | had explained the Situation. * Arthur has't even begun to fight!
WEe re going to win, Derfdl, we' re going to winl” And with that defiant stlatement she laughed and,
forgetting her precious dignity, danced some steps on the verge of the track. All seemed doom, but
Guinevere was suddenly free and full of light and I had never liked her asmuch as| did at that momen.
Suddenly, for thefirgt time since | had seen the beacon fires smoking in the Beltain dusk, | felt asurge of

hope.

The hope faded quickly enough, for at Dun Caric there was nothing but chaos and mystery. Issahad
not returned and the small village benegath the hall wasfilled with refugees who were fleeing from rumour,
though none had actually seen a Saxon. The refugees had brought their cattle, their sheep, their goats and
their pigs, and al had converged on Dun Caric because my spearmen offered anillusion of safety. | used
my servants and davesto start new rumoursthat said Arthur would be withdrawing westwards to the
country bordering Kernow, and that | had decided to cull the refugees herds and flocksto provide
rationsfor my men and those fal se rumours were enough to start most of the familieswalking towards the
distant Kernow frontier. They should be safe enough on the great moors and by fleeing westwards their
cattle and sheep would not block the roads to Corinium. If | had smply ordered them towards Kernow
they would have been suspicious and lingered to make certain that | was not tricking them.

Issawas not with us by nightfal. | was till not unduly worried, for the road to Durnovariawas long
and it was doubtless thronged with refugees. We made amed in the hall and Pyrlig sang us the song of
Uther’ s grest victory over the Saxons at Caer Idem. When the song ended, and | had tossed Pyrlig a
golden coin, | remarked that | had once heard Cynyr of Gwent sing that song, and Pyrlig was impressed.
‘Cynyr wasthe greatest of dl the bards,’ he said wigtfully, *though some say Amairgin of Gwynedd was
better. | wish I’d heard ether of them.’

‘My brother,” Ceinwyn remarked, ‘ saysthere is an even greater bard in Powys now. And just ayoung
man, too.’

‘“Who? Pyrlig demanded, scenting an unwelcomeriva.
‘Tdiesnishisname’ Canwyn said.

‘Tdiesn!” Guinevere repested the name, liking it. It meant ‘ shining brow’ .
‘I've never heard of him,” Pyrlig said iffly.

‘“When we' ve beaten the Saxons,’ | said, ‘we shal demand a song of victory from this Taliesin. And
fromyou too, Pyrlig,” | added hadtily.

‘l once heard Amairgin sing,” Guinevere said.



“Youdid, Lady? Pyrlig asked, again impressed.

‘I wasonly achild,” shesaid, ‘but | remember he could make a hollow roaring sound. It was very
frightening. Hiseyeswould go very wide, he swdlowed air, then he bellowed likeabull.’

‘Ah, theold style,” Pyrlig said dismissvely. ‘ These days, Lady, we seek harmony of words rather than
mere volume of sound.’

“Y ou should seek both,” Guinevere said sharply. ‘I’ ve no doubt this Taliesn isamaster of the old style
aswell asbeing skilled a metre, but how can you hold an audience enthrdled if dl you offer themis
clever rhythm?'Y ou must make their blood run cold, you must make them cry, you must make them

laugh?’

‘Any man can makeanoise, Lady, Pyrlig defended his craft, ‘but it takes a skilled craftsman to imbue
wordswith harmony.’

‘ And soon the only people who can understand the intricacies of the harmony,” Guinevere argued, ‘are
other skilled craftsmen, and so you become ever more clever in an effort to impress your fellow poets,
but you forget that no one outside the craft has the first notion of what you' re doing. Bard chants to bard
while the rest of uswonder what al the noiseisabout. Y our task, Pyrlig, isto keep the peopl€’ s stories
alive, and to do that you cannot be rarefied.’

“Y ou would not have us be vulgar, Lady!’ Pyrlig said and, in protest, struck the horsehair strings of his
harp.

‘1 would have you be vulgar with the vulgar, and clever with the clever,” Guinevere said, *and both,
mark you, at the sametime, but if you can only be clever then you deny the people their stories, and if
you can only be vulgar then no lord or lady will tossyou gold.’

‘Except thevulgar lords,” Ceinwyn put in dyly.

Guinevere glanced at meand | saw she was about to launch an insult at me, and then she recognized
theimpulse herself and burgt into laughter. ‘ If | had gold, Pyrlig,” she said instead, ‘| would reward you,
for you sing beautifully, but aas, | have none’

“Your praiseisreward enough, Lady,” Pyrlig said.

Guinevere s presence had startled my spearmen and al evening | saw smal groups of men cometo
gare at her in wonderment. Sheignored their gaze. Ceinwyn had welcomed her without any show of
astonishment, and Guinevere had been clever enough to be kind to my daughters so that Morwennaand
Seren both now dept on the ground beside her. They, like my spearmen, had been fascinated by thetall,
red-haired woman whose reputation was as startling as her looks. And Guinevere was smply happy to
be there. We had no tables or chairsin our hall, just the rush floor and woollen carpets, but she sat
beside thefire and effortlesdy dominated the hall. There was afiercenessin her eyesthat made her
daunting, her cascade of tangled red hair made her striking and her joy at being free was infectious.

‘How long will she stay free? Ceinwyn asked me later that night. We had given up our private
chamber to Guinevere, and were in the hall with the rest of our people.

‘I don’'t know.’
‘So what do you know? Ceinwyn asked.

‘Wewait for Issa, then we go north.’



“To Corinium?

‘1 shal go to Corinium, but I'll send you and the familiesto Glevum. Y ou'll be close enough to the
fighting there and if the worst happens, you can go north into Gwent.’

| began to fret next day asIssatill did not appear. In my mind we were racing the Saxons towards
Corinium, and the longer | was delayed, the more likely that race would belost. If the Saxons could pick
us off warband by warband then Dumnoniawould fal like arotted tree, and my warband, which was one
of the strongest in the country, was stalled at Dun Caric because Issa and Argante had not appeared.

At midday the urgency was even greater for it was then that we saw the first distant smears of smoke
againg the eastern and southern sky. No one commented on thetall, thin plumes, but we al knew that
we saw burning thatch. The Saxons were destroying as they came, and they were close enough now for
usto seetheir smoke.

| sent ahorseman south to find Issawhile the rest of uswalked the two miles acrossthefiddsto the
Fosse Way, the great Roman road that 1ssa should have been using. | planned to wait for him, then
continue up the Fosse Way to Aquae Sulis which lay some twenty-five miles northwards, and then to
Corinium which was another thirty milesfurther on. Fifty-five miles of road. Three days of long, hard
effort.

Wewaited in afield of molehills beside the road. | had over a hundred spearmen and at least that
number of women, children, daves and servants. We had horses, mules and dogs, al waiting. Seren,
Morwenna and the other children picked bluebellsin anearby wood while | paced up and down the
broken stone of the road. Refugees were passing constantly, but none of them, even those who had
come from Durnovaria, had any news of the Princess Argante. A priest thought he had seen Issaand his
men arrive in that city because he had seen the five-pointed star on some spearmen’ s shields, but he did
not know if they were dtill there or had left. The one thing dl the refugees were certain of wasthat the
Saxons were near Durnovaria, though no one had actualy seen a Saxon spearman. They had merely
heard the rumours that had grown ever more wild as the hours passed. Arthur was said to be dead, or
€lse he had fled to Rheged, while Cerdic was credited with possessing horses that breathed fire and
magic axesthat could cleave iron asthough it were linen.

Guinevere had borrowed a bow from one of my huntsmen and was shooting arrows a adead em tree
that grew beside theroad. She shot well, putting shaft after shaft into the rotting wood, but when |
complimented her on her kill, she grimaced. ‘I’ m out of practice” shesaid, ‘I used to be ableto take a
running deer at ahundred paces, now | doubt I'd hit astanding one at fifty.” She plucked the arrows
fromthetree. ‘But | think | might hit a Saxon, given the chance.” She handed the bow back to my
huntsman, who bowed and backed away. ‘ If the Saxons are near Durnovaria,” Guinevere asked me,
‘what do they do next?

‘They come straight up thisroad,” | said.
‘Not go further west?

“They know our plans,” | said grimly, and told her about the golden buttons with the bearded faces
that | had found in Mordred’ s quarters. * Adlle s marching towards Corinium while the others run ragged
in the south. And we're stuck here because of Argante.’

‘Let her rot,” Guinevere said savagely, then shrugged. ‘1 know you can’t. Does he love her?

‘I wouldn't know, Lady,’ | said.



‘Of courseyou'd know, Guinevere said sharply. ‘ Arthur lovesto pretend that he’ sruled by reason,
but he yearns to be governed by passion. He would turn the world upside down for love.’

‘He hasn't turned it upside down lately,’ | said.

‘Hedid for me, though,” she said quietly, and not without anote of pride. * So where are you going?
| had walked to my horse that was cropping grass among the molehills. ‘1I'm going south,’ | said.
‘Do that, Guinevere said, ‘and werisk losing you too.’

Shewasright and | knew it, but frustration was beginning to boil insde me. Why had Issanot sent a
message? He had fifty of my finest warriors and they werelogt. | cursed the wasting day, cuffed a
harmless boy who was strutting up and down pretending to be a spearman, and kicked &t thistles. *We
could gtart north,” Ceinwyn suggested camly, indicating the women and children.

‘No,’ | said, ‘we must stay together.’ | peered southwards, but there was nothing on the road except
for more sad refugees trudging north. Most were families with one precious cow and maybe a calf,
though many of this new season’s calves were till too small to walk. Some calves, abandoned by the
road, caled piteoudy for their mothers. Others of the refugees were merchants trying to save their goods.
One man had an ox-wagon filled with baskets of fuller’ s earth, another had hides, some had pottery.
They glared at us asthey passed, blaming us for not having stopped the Saxons sooner.

Seren and Morwenna, bored with their attempt to denude the wood of bluebells, had found anest of
leverets under some ferns and honeysuckle at thetrees' edge. They excitedly caled Guinevere to come
and look, then gingerly stroked the little fur bodies that shivered under their touch. Ceinwyn watched
them. ‘ She' s made aconquest of the girls,” shesaid to me.

‘A conquest of my spearmen too,’ | said, and it wastrue. Just afew months ago my men had been
cursing Guinevere as awhore, and now they gazed at her adoringly. She had set out to charm them, and
when Guinevere decided to be charming, she could dazzle. * Arthur will have agreat deal of trouble
putting her back behind walls after this; | said.

‘“Which is probably why he wanted her released,” Ceinwyn observed. ‘He certainly didn’t want her
dead.’

‘ Argante does.’

‘I'm sure she does,” Ceinwyn agreed, then stared southwards with me, but there was ill no sign of
any spearmen on the long straight road.

Issafinaly arrived at dusk. He came with hisfifty spearmen, with the thirty men who had been the
guards on the palace at Durnovaria, with the dozen Blackshields who were Argante' s persona soldiers
and with at least two hundred other refugees. Worse, he had brought six ox-drawn wagons and it was
those heavy vehiclesthat had caused the delay. A heavily laden ox-wagon's highest speed is dower than
an old man’ swalk, and Issa had fetched the wagons al the way north at their snail’ s pace. ‘ What
possessed you? | shouted at him. * Thereisn't time to haul wagons!’

‘I know, Lord,” he said miserably.

‘Areyou mad? | wasangry. | had ridden to meet him and now wheeled my mare on the verge.
‘Y ou’'ve wasted hours!’ | shouted.

‘I had no choice!” he protested.



‘“You'vegot aspear!” | snarled. ‘ That gives you theright to choose what you want.’

Hejust shrugged and gestured towards the Princess Argante who rode atop the leading wagon. The
wagon'sfour oxen, their flanks bleeding from the goads that had driven them al day, stopped in the road
with their headslow.

‘Thewagons go no farther!” | shouted at her. *Y ou walk or ride from herel’
‘No!" Arganteinssted.

| did off the mare and walked down the line of wagons. One held nothing but the Roman statues that
had graced the pal ace courtyard in Durnovaria, another was piled with robes and gowns, while athird
was heaped with cooking pots, beckets and bronze candle-stands. * Get them off the road,’ | shouted

angrily.

‘No!” Argante had legpt down from her high perch and now ran towards me. * Arthur ordered meto
bring them.’

‘Arthur, Lady,” | turned on her, stifling my anger, ‘ does not need statues!’
‘They comewith us,” Argante shouted, ‘otherwise | stay herel’

‘Then stay here, Lady,’ | said savagely. ‘ Off theroad!’ | shouted at the ox drivers. ‘Moveit! Off the
road, now!” | had drawn Hywelbane and stabbed her blade at the nearest ox to drive the beast towards
theverge.

‘Don’'t go!” Argante screamed at the ox drivers. She tugged at one of the oxen’ s horns, pulling the
confused beast back onto the road. ‘I’ m not leaving thisfor the enemy,” she shouted at me.

Guinevere watched from the roadside. There was alook of cool amusement on her face, and no
wonder, for Argante was behaving like aspoiled child. Argante' s Druid, Fergd, had hurried to his
Princess said, protesting that al hismagica cauldrons and ingredients were loaded on one of the
wagons. ‘ And the treasury,” he added as an afterthought.

‘What treasury? | asked.

‘Arthur’ streasury,” Argante said sarcagtically, asthough by revedling the existence of the gold she
won her argument. ‘Hewantsit in Corinium.” She went to the second wagon, lifted some of the heavy
robes and rapped awooden box that was hidden benegth. * The gold of Dumnonia You'd giveit to the
Saxons?

‘Rather that than give them you and me, Lady,” | said and then | dashed with Hywelbane, cutting
loose the oxen' s harness. Argante screamed at me, swearing she would have me punished and that | was
stealing her treasures, but | just sawed at the next harness as | snarled at the ox driversto release their
animds.

‘Listen, Lady,’ | said, ‘we haveto go faster than oxen can walk.” | pointed to the distant smoke.
‘That’ sthe Saxong! They’ll be herein afew hours’

‘We can't leave thewagons!’ she screamed. There weretearsin her eyes. She might have been the
daughter of aKing, but she had grown up with few possessions and now, married to Dumnonia sruler,
shewas rich and she could not let go of those new riches. ‘Don’'t undo that harness!’ she shouted at the
drivers and they, confused, hesitated. | sawed at another leather trace and Argante began beating me
with her fists, swearing that | was athief and her enemy.



| pushed her gently away, but she would not go and | dared not be too forceful. She wasin atantrum
now, swearing at me and hitting me with her smal hands. | tried to push her away again, but she just spat
at me, hit me again, then shouted at her Blackshield bodyguard to cometo her aid.

Those twelve men were hesitant, but they were her father’ swarriors and sworn to Argante' s service,
and so they came towards me with levelled spears. My own men immediately ran to my defence. The
Blackshidds were terribly outnumbered, but they did not back down and their Druid was hopping in
front of them, hisfox-hair woven beard wagging and the smal bonestied to itshairs clicking ashetold
the Blackshields that they were blessed and that their souls would go to agolden reward. ‘Kill him!’
Argante screamed at her bodyguard and pointing a me. ‘Kill him now!’

‘Enough!” Guinevere called sharply. She waked into the centre of the road and stared imperioudly at
the Blackshields. ‘ Don't befools, put your spears down. If you want to die, take some Saxonswith you,
not Dumnonians.” She turned on Argante.  Come here, child,” she said, and pulled the girl towards her
and used a corner of her drab cloak to wipe away Argante stears. ‘Y ou did quite right to try and save
thetreasury,” shetold Argante, ‘but Derfel isasoright. If we don't hurry the Saxonswill catch us.” She
turned to me. ‘Isthere no chance,’ she asked, ‘that we can take the gold?

‘None,” | said shortly, nor wasthere. Evenif | had harnessed spearmen to the wagons they would till
have dowed us down.

‘Thegoldismine!’ Argante screamed.

‘It belongsto the Saxons now,’ | said, and | shouted at Issato get the wagons off the road and cut the
oxenfree.

Argante screamed alast protest, but Guinevere seized and hugged her. ‘1t doesn’t become
princesses,” Guinevere murmured softly, ‘to show anger in public. Be mysterious, my dear, and never let
men know what you' re thinking. Y our power liesin the shadows, but in the sunlight men will dways
overcomeyou.’

Argante had no ideawho the tal, good-looking woman was, but she alowed Guinevere to comfort
her asIssaand his men dragged the wagons onto the grass verge. | let the women take what cloaks and
gowns they wanted, but we abandoned the cauldrons and tripods and candle-holders, though Issadid
discover one of Arthur’swar-banners, a huge sheet of white linen decorated with a great black bear
embroidered in wool, and that we kept to stop it falling into the hands of the Saxons, but we could not
take the gold. Instead we carried the treasury boxes to aflooded drainage ditch in anearby field and
poured the coins into the stinking water in the hope that the Saxons would never discover it.

Argante sobbed as she watched the gold being poured into the black water. * The gold ismine!” she
protested alast time.

‘And onceit was mine, child, Guinevere said very camly, ‘and | survived theloss, just asyou now
will.
Argante pulled abruptly away to stare up at the taller woman. ‘Y ours? she asked.

‘Did I not name mysdlf, child? Guinevere asked with adelicate scorn. ‘I’ m the Princess Guinevere’

Argante just screamed, then fled up the road to where her Blackshields had retreated. | groaned,
sheathed Hywelbane, then waited asthe last of the gold was concealed. Guinevere had found one of her
old cloaks, agolden cascade of wool trimmed in bear fur, and had discarded the old dull garment she
had worn in her prison. ‘Her gold indeed,” she said to me angrily.



‘It ssems| have another enemy,’ | said, watching Argante who was deep in conversation with her
Druid and doubtless urging him to put acurse on me.

‘If we share an enemy, Derfd,” Guinevere said with asmile, ‘then that makesusdliesat last. | like
that.’

‘Thank you, Lady,’ | said, and reflected that it was not just my daughters and spearmen who were
being charmed.

Thelast of the gold was sunk in the ditch and my men came back to the road and picked up their
gpears and shields. The sun flamed over the Severn Seq, filling the west with acrimson glow-as we, at
last, started northwards to the war.

We only made afew miles before the dark drove us off the road to find shelter, but at least we had
reached the hills north of Y nys Wydryn. We stopped that night at an abandoned hall where we made a
poor medl of hard bread and dried fish. Argante sat gpart from the rest of us, protected by her Druid and
her guards, and though Ceinwyn tried to draw her into our conversation she refused to be tempted and
sowelet her sulk.

After we had eaten | walked with Ceinwyn and Guinevere to the top of asmal hill behind the hall
where two of the old peopl€’ s grave mounds stood. | begged the dead’ s forgiveness and climbed to the
top of one of the mounds where Ceinwyn and Guinevere joined me. The three of us gazed southwards.
The vdley beneath us was prettily white with moon-glossed gpple blossom, but we saw nothing on the
horizon except the sullen glow of fires. * The Saxons movefast,’ | sad bitterly.

Guinevere pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders. ‘Where sMerlin? she asked.

‘Vanished,” | said. There had been reportsthat Merlin wasin Ireland, or esein the northern
wilderness, or perhapsin the wastes of Gwynedd, while still another tale claimed he was dead and that
Nimue had cut down awhole mountainside of treesto make hisbalefire. It was just rumour, | told
mysdlf, just rumour.

‘No one knowswhere Merlinis, Ceinwyn said softly, ‘but he'll surely know wherewe are’

‘I pray that he does,” Guinevere said fervently, and | wondered to what God or Goddess she prayed
now. Still to 15s? Or had she reverted to the British Gods? And maybe, | shuddered at the thought, those
Gods had findly abandoned us. Their baefire would have been the flames on Ma Dun and their revenge
was the warbands that now ravaged Dumnonia.

We marched again at dawn. It had clouded over in the night and athin rain started with the first light.
The Fosse Way was crowded with refugees and even though | placed a score of armed warriors at our
head who had ordersto thrust al ox-wagons and herds off the road, our progress was still pitifully dow.
Many of the children could not keep up and had to be carried on the pack animas that bore our spears,
armour and food, or else hoisted onto the shoulders of the younger spearmen. Argante rode my mare
while Guinevere and Ceinwyn walked and took it in turnsto tell storiesto the children. The rain became
harder, sweeping across the hilltopsin vast grey swathes and gurgling down the shalow ditches on either
sde of the Roman road.

| had hoped to reach Aquae Sulis at midday, but it was the middle of the afternoon before our
bedraggled and tired band dropped into the valley where the city lay. Theriver wasin spateand a
choking mass of floating debris had become trapped against the stone piers of the Roman bridge to form
adam that had flooded the upstream fields on either bank. One of the duties of the city’ s magistrate was



to keep the bridge spillways clear of just such debris, but the task had been ignored, just as he had
ignored the upkeep of the city wall. That wall lay only ahundred paces north of the bridge and, because
Aquae Suliswas not afortress town, it had never been aformidable wall, but now it was scarcely an
obstacle at dl. Whole stretches of the wooden palisade on top of the earth and stone rampart had been
torn down for firewood or building, while the rampart itsalf had become so eroded that the Saxons could
have crossed the city wall without breaking stride. Here and there | could see frantic men trying to repair
stretches of the palisade, but it would have taken five hundred men afull month to rebuild those defences.

Wefiled through the city’ s fine southern gate and | saw that though the town possessed neither the
energy to preserve its ramparts nor the labour to keep the bridge from choking with flotsam, someone
had found time to deface the beautiful mask of the Roman Goddess Minervathat had once graced the
gate’ sarch. Where her face had been there was now just a calloused mass of hammered stone on which
acrude Christian cross had been cut. ‘1t sa Christian town? Ceinwyn asked me.

‘Nearly dl townsare, Guinevere answered for me.

It was dso abeautiful town. Or it had been beautiful once, though over the yearsthe tiled roofs had
fallen and been replaced by thick thatch and some houses had collgpsed and were now nothing but piles
of brick or stone, but still the streets were paved and the high pillars and lavishly carved pediment of
Minerva s magnificent temple still soared above the petty roofs. My vanguard forced abruta way
through the crowded streets to reach the temple, which stood on a stepped pediment in the sacred heart
of the city. The Romans had built an inner wall about that centra shrine, awall that encompassed
Minerva stemple and the bath-house that had brought the city its fame and prosperity. The Romans had
roofed in the bath, which was fed by amagical hot spring, but some of the roof tiles had fallen and wisps
of steam now curled up from the holes like smoke. The templeitsdlf, stripped of itslead gutters, was
stained with rainwater and lichen, while the painted plaster indgde the high portico had flaked and
darkened; but despite the decay it was still possible to stand in the wide paved enclosure of the city’s
inner shrine and imagine aworld where men could build such places and live without fear of spears
coming from the barbarian esst.

The city magigtrate, aflurried, nervous, middle-aged man named Cildydd who wore a Roman togato
mark his authority, hurried out of the temple to greet me. | knew him from the time of the rebellion when,
despite being a Chrigtian himself, he had fled from the crazed fanatics who had taken over the shrines of
Aquae Sulis. He had been restored to the magistracy after the rebellion, but | guessed his authority was
dight. He carried ascrap of date on which he had made scores of marks, evidently the numbers’ of the
levy that was assembled inside the shrine's compound. ‘ Repairsarein hand!’” Cildydd greeted me
without any other courtesy. ‘1 have men cutting timbersfor thewals. Or | did. The flooding isaproblem,
indeed it is, but if therain stops? Helet the sentencetrail away.

‘Theflooding? | asked.

‘When theriver rises, Lord,” he explained, ‘the water backs up through the Roman sewers. It's
aready in the lower part of the city. And not just water either, | fear. The smell, you see? He sniffed
Oelicately.

‘The problem,” | said, ‘isthat the bridge arches are dammed with debris. It was your task to keep
them clear. It was aso your task to preserve thewalls.” His mouth opened and closed without aword.
He hefted the date asif to demongtrate his efficiency, then just blinked helplesdy. ‘ Not that it matters
now,’ | went on, ‘the city can't be defended.’

‘Can’'t be defended!” Cildydd protested. ‘ Can’'t be defended! It must be defended! We can't just
abandon the city!’



‘If the Saxonscome,’ | said brutdly, ‘you'll have no choice.’
‘But we must defend it, Lord,” Cildydd ingsted.
‘Withwhat? | asked.

“Your men, Lord,” he said, gesturing a my spearmen who had taken refuge from the rain under the
temple shigh portico.

‘At best,’ | said, ‘we can garrison aquarter mile of thewall, or what’ sleft of it. So who defendsthe
rest?

‘Thelevy, of course” Cildydd waved his date towards the drab collection of men who waited beside
the bath-house. Few had weapons and even fewer possessed any body armour.

‘Have you ever seen the Saxons attack? | asked Cildydd. ‘ They send big war-dogs first and they
come behind with axes three feet long and spears on eight-foot shafts. They’ re drunk, they’ re maddened
and they’ Il want nothing but the women and the gold ingde your city. How long do you think your levy
will hold?

Cildydd blinked at me. *“We can't just give up, he said weskly.

‘Doesyour levy have any red wegpons? | asked, indicating the sullen-looking men waiting in therain.
Two or three of the sixty men had spears, | could see one old Roman sword, and most of the rest had
axes or mattocks, but some men did not even possess those crude weapons, but merely held
fire-hardened stakes that had been sharpened to black points.

‘We re searching the city, Lord,” Cildydd said. ‘ There must be spears.’
‘Spearsor not,’ | sad brutdly, ‘if you fight hereyou'll dl be dead men.’
Cildydd gaped at me. ‘ Then what do we do? hefinally asked.

‘Goto Glevum,’ | said.

‘But the city!” He blanched. ‘ There are merchants, goldsmiths, churches, treasures.” Hisvoicetailed
away as he imagined the enormity of the city’ sfal, but that fdl, if the Saxons came, wasinevitable.
Aquee Suliswas no garrison city, just abeautiful place that stood in abowl of hills. Cildydd blinked in the
ran. ‘Glevum,” hesaid glumly. ‘ And you'll escort usthere, Lord?

| shook my head. ‘I’'m going to Corinium,’ | said, ‘but you go to Glevum.” | was half tempted to send
Argante, Guinevere, Ceinwyn and the familieswith him, but | did not trust Cildydd to protect them.
Better, | decided, to take the women and families north myself, then send them under asmall escort from
Coriniumto Glevum.

But a least Argante was taken from my hands, for as| was brutdly destroying Cildydd’ s dim hopes
of garrisoning Aquae Sulisatroop of armoured horsemen clattered into the temple precinct. They were
Arthur’ smen, flying his banner of the bear, and they were led by Balin who was roundly cursing the press
of refugees. He looked relieved when he saw me, then astonished as he recognized Guinevere. ‘ Did you
bring the wrong Princess, Derfel? he asked ashe did off histired horse.

‘Argante singdethetemple,’ | said, jerking my head towards the great building where Argante had
taken refuge from the rain. She had not spoken to me all day.



‘I'mto take her to Arthur,” Bdin said. He was abluff, bearded man with the tattoo of abear on his
forehead and ajagged white scar on hisleft cheek. | asked him for news and he told me what little he
knew and none of it was good. ‘ The bastards are coming down the Thames,” he said, ‘we reckon
they’re only three days march from Corinium, and there’ sno sign of Cuneglas or Oengusyet. It’s chaos,
Derfd, that’swhat it is, chaos.” He shuddered suddenly. ‘What' sthe stink here?

‘The sawers are backing up,” | said.

‘All over Dumnonia,’ hesaid grimly. ‘I haveto hurry,” hewent on, ‘ Arthur wants his bride in Corinium
the day before yesterday.’

‘Do you have ordersfor me? | cdled after him as he strode towards the temple steps.

‘Get yoursdlf to Corinium! And hurry! And you' re to send what food you can!” He shouted the last
order as he disappeared through the templ€e' s great bronze doors. He had brought six spare horses,
enough to saddle Argante, her maids and Fergd the Druid, which meant that the twelve men of Argante's
Blackshield escort were left with me. | sensed they were asglad as| wasto berid of their Princess.

Bdlin rode north in the late afternoon. | had wanted to be on the road mysdlf, but the children were
tired, the rain was incessant, and Ceinwyn persuaded me that we would make better timeif we al rested
this night under Aquae Sulis s roofs and marched fresh in the morning. | put guards on the bath-house
and let the women and children go into the great steaming pool of hot water, then sent 1ssa and a score of
men to hunt through the city for weapons to equip the levy. After that | sent for Cildydd and asked him
how much food remained in the city. * Scarcely any, Lord!” heinssted, claming he had aready sent
Sxteen wagons of grain, dried meat and salted fish north.

“Y ou searched folk’ s houses? | asked. ‘ The churches?
‘Only the city granaries, Lord.’

‘Then let’ smake aproper search,’ | suggested, and by dusk we had collected seven more
wagonloads of precious supplies. | sent the wagons north that same evening, despite the lateness of the
hour. Ox-carts are dow and it was better that they should start the journey at dusk than wait for the
morning.

Issawaited for mein the temple precinct. His search of the city had yielded seven old swordsand a
dozen boar spears, while Cildydd' s men had turned up fifteen more spears, eight of them broken, but
Issaaso had news. ‘ There' s said to be weapons hidden in thetemple, Lord,” hetold me.

‘Who says?

Issa gestured at a young bearded man who was dressed in a butcher’ s bloody apron. ‘He reckonsa
hoard of spearswas hidden in the temple after the rebellion, but the priest deniesit.’

‘Where sthe priest”?
‘Insde, Lord. He told meto get out when | questioned him.’

| ran up the temple steps and through the big doors. This had once been a shrineto Minervaand Sulis,
the first a Roman and the second a British Goddess, but the pagan deities had been gjected and the
Chrigtian God installed. When | had last been in the templ e there had been a great bronze statue of
Minervaattended by flickering oil lamps, but the statue had been destroyed during the Chrigtian rebellion
and now only the Goddess' s hollow head remained, and that had been impaled on apoleto stand asa
trophy behind the Chrigtian dtar.



The priest chalenged me. * Thisisahouse of God!” he roared. He was celebrating amystery at his
altar, surrounded by weeping women, but he broke off his ceremonies to face me. He was ayoung man,
full of passion, one of those priestswho had stirred up the trouble in Dumnoniaand whom Arthur had
alowed to live so that the bitterness of the failed rebellion would not fester. This priest, however, had
clearly lost none of hisinsurgent fervour. * A house of God!’ he shouted again, ‘and you defileit with
sword and spear! Would you carry your wegponsinto your lord's hal? So why carry them into my
Lord' s house?

‘Inaweek,’ | said, ‘it will be atemple of Thunor and they’ Il be sacrificing your children whereyou
stand. Are there spears here?

‘None!’ he said defiantly. The women screamed and shrank away as| climbed the altar steps. The
priest held a crosstowards me. ‘In the name of God,” he said, ‘and in the name of Hisholy Son, and in
the name of the Holy Ghost. No!” Thislast cry was because | had drawn Hywel bane and used her to
strike the cross out of hishand. The scrap of wood skittered across the temple' s marble floor as |
rammed the blade into histangled beard. ‘I’ [l pull this place down stone by stoneto find the spears;’ |
said, ‘and bury your miserable carcass under itsrubble. Now where are they?

His defiance crumpled. The spears, which he had been hoarding in hope of another campaign to put a
Christian on Dumnonid sthrone, were concealed in acrypt benegth the dtar. The entrance to the crypt
was hidden, for it was a place where the treasures donated by folk seeking Sulis' s hedling power had
once been concealed, but the frightened priest showed us how to lift the marble dab to reved apit
crammed with gold and weapons. We left the gold, but carried the spears out to Cildydd' slevy. |
doubted the sixty men would be of any red usein battle, but at least aman armed with a spear |ooked
likeawarrior and, from adistance, they might give the Saxons pause. | told the levy to be ready to
march in the morning and to pack as much food asthey could find.

We dept that night in the temple. | swept the dltar clear of its Chrigtian trimmings and placed
Minerva s head between two oil lamps so that she would guard us through the night. Rain dripped from
the roof and puddled on the marble, but sometimein the small hoursthe rain stopped and the dawn
brought aclearing sky and afresh chill wind from the east.

We left the city before the sun rose. Only forty of the city’ slevy marched with usfor the rest had
melted away in the night, but it was better to have forty willing men than sixty uncertain dlies. Our road
was clear of refugees now, for | had spread the word that safety did not liein Corinium but at Glevum,
and so it was the western road that was crammed with cattle and folk. Our route took us east into the
rising sun along the Fosse Way which here ran straight as a spear between Roman tombs. Guinevere
trandated the inscriptions, marvelling that men were buried here who had been born in Greece or Egypt
or Romeitsdf. They were veterans of the Legionswho had taken British wives and settled near the
hedling springs of Aquae Sulis, and their lichen-covered gravestones sometimes gave thanksto Minerva
or to Sulisfor the gift of years. After an hour we | eft the tombs behind and the valey narrowed asthe
steep hills north of the road came closer to the river meadows, soon, | knew, the road would turn
abruptly north to climb into the hillsthat lay between Aquae Sulisand Corinium.

It was when we reached the narrow part of the valley that the ox drivers came running back. They had
left Aquae Sulisthe previous day, but their dow wagons had reached no further than the northwards
bend in the road, and now, in the dawn, they had abandoned their seven loads of preciousfood. ‘ Sais!’
one man shouted as heran towards us. ‘ There are Sais!’

‘Fool,’ | muttered, then shouted at 1ssato stop the fleeing men. | had alowed Guinevereto ride my
horse, but now she did off and | clumsily hauled my way onto the beast’ s back and spurred her forward.



The road turned northwards haf amile ahead. The oxen and their wagons had been abandoned just at
the bend and | edged past them to peer up the dope. For amoment | could see nothing, then a group of
horsemen appeared beside some trees at the crest. They were half amile away, outlined against the
brightening sky, and | could make out no details of their shields, but | guessed they were Britons rather
than Saxons because our enemy did not deploy many horsemen.

| urged the mare up the dope. None of the horsemen moved. They just watched me, but then, away to
my right, more men gppeared at the hill’ s crest. These were spearmen and above them hung a banner
that told me theworst.

The banner was a skull hung with what looked likerags, and | remembered Cerdic’ s wolf-skull
standard with itsragged tail of flayed human skin. The men were Saxons and they barred our road. There
were not many spearmen in sght, perhaps a dozen horsemen and fifty or sixty men on foot, but they had
the high ground and | could not tell how many more might be hidden beyond the crest. | stopped the
mare and stared at the spearmen, thistime seeing the glint of sunlight on the broad axeblades some of the
men carried. They had to be Saxons. But where had they come from? Balin had told me that both Cerdic
and Aelle were advancing aong the Thames, so it seemed likely that these men had come south from the
wideriver valey, but maybe they were some of Cerdic’s spearmen who served Lancelot. Not that it
realy mattered who they were; al that mattered was that our road was blocked. Still more of the enemy
appeared, their spears pricking the skyline al dong theridge.

| turned the mare to see I ssa bringing my most experienced spearmen past the blockage at the road’s
turn. ‘Saxond!’ | called to him. ‘Form ashield wal here!’

Issa gazed up at the distant spearmen. ‘We fight them here, Lord? he asked.

‘No.’ | dared not fight in such a bad place. We would be forced to struggle uphill, and we would ever
be worried about our families behind us.

‘We'll take the road to Glevum instead? |ssasuggested.

| shook my head. The Glevum road was thronged with refugees and if | had been the Saxon
commander | would have wanted nothing more than to pursue an outnumbered enemy aong that road.
We could not outmarch him, for we would be obstructed by refugees, and hewould find it asmple
matter to cut through those panicked people to bring us death. It was possible, even likely, that the
Saxons would not make any pursuit at al, but would be tempted to plunder the city instead, but it wasa
risk | dared not take. | gazed up thelong hill and saw yet more of the enemy coming to the sun-bright
crest. It wasimpossible to count them, but it was no smal warband. My own men were making ashield
wall, but | knew I could not fight here. The Saxons had more men and they had the high ground. To fight
herewasto die.

| twisted in the saddle. A half-mile away, just to the north of the Fosse Way, was one of the old
people sfortresses, and its ancient earth wall - much eroded now - stood at the crest of asteep hill. |
pointed to the grassramparts. ‘We'll go there, | said.

‘There, Lord? Issawas puzzled.

‘If wetry to escagpethem,’ | explained, ‘they’ Il follow us. Our children can’'t move fast and eventualy
the bastards will catch us. We' Il be forced to make ashidd wall, put our familiesin the centre, and the
last of usto diewill hear thefirst of our women screaming. Better to go to aplace wherethey’ Il hesitate
to attack. Eventudly they’ | have to make a choice. Either they leave us done and go north, in which case
wefollow, or esethey fight, and if we re on ahilltop we stand a chance of winning. A better chance,’ |
added, ‘ because Culhweh will comethisway. In aday or two we might even outnumber them.’



So we abandon Arthur? 1ssa asked, shocked at the thought.

‘We keep a Saxon warband away from Corinium,’ | said. But | was not happy with my choice, for
Issawas right. | was abandoning Arthur, but | dared not risk the lives of Ceinwyn and my daughters. The
whole careful campaign that Arthur had plotted was destroyed. Culhwch was cut off somewhereto the
south, | was trapped at Aquae Sulis, while Cuneglas and Oengus mac Airem were still many miles away.

| rode back to find my armour and weapons. | had no time to don the body armour, but | pulled on
the wolf-plumed helmet, found my heaviest spear and took up my shield. | gave the mare back to
Guinevere and told her to take the families up the hill, then ordered the men of thelevy and my younger
Spearmen to turn the seven food wagons round and get them up to the fortress. ‘| don't care how you do
it,” | said to them, ‘but | want that food kept from the enemy. Haul the wagons up yoursdlf if you have
to!” | might have abandoned Argante' s wagons, but in war awagon-load of food isfar more precious
than gold and | was determined to keep those supplies from the enemy. If necessary, | would burn the
wagons and their contents, but for the moment | would try to save the food.

| went back to Issaand took my place at the centre of the shield wall. The enemy ranks were
thickening and | expected them to make a mad charge down the hill a any minute. They outnumbered us,
but till they did not come and every moment that they hesitated was an extramoment in which our
families and the precious wagon-loads of food could reach the hill’ s summit. | glanced behind congtantly,
watching the wagons' progress, and when they were just over halfway up the steep dope | ordered my
spearmen back.

That retreat spurred the Saxons into an advance. They screamed a challenge and came fast down the
hill, but they had left their attack too late. My men went back aong the road, crossed a shdlow ford
where a siream tumbled from the hills towards the river, and now we had the higher ground for we were
retreating uphill towardsthe fortress on its steep dope. My men kept their line straight, kept their shields
overlapping and held their long spears steady, and that evidence of their training stopped the Saxon
pursuit fifty yards short of us. They contented themselves with shouting chalenges and insults, while one
of their naked wizards, his hair spiked with cow dung, danced forward to curse us. He called us pigs,
cowards and goats. He cursed us, and | counted them. They had one hundred and seventy men in their
wall, and there were still more who had not yet come down the hill. | counted them and the Saxon
war-leaders stood their horses behind their shield wall and counted us. | could see their banner clearly
now and it was Cerdic's sandard of awolf skull hung with adead man’sflayed skin, but Cerdic himself
was not there. Thishad to be one of his warbands come south from the Thames. The warband far
outnumbered us, but its leaders were too canny to attack. They knew that they could best us, but they
aso knew the dreadful toll that seventy experienced warriorswould cull from their ranks. It was enough
for them to have driven us away from the road.

We backed dowly up the hill. The Saxonswatched us, but only their wizard followed us and after a
while helost interest. He spat at us and turned away. We jeered mightily at the enemy’ stimidity, but in
truth | was feding ahuge relief that they had not attacked.

It took us an hour to heave the seven wagons of precious food over the ancient turf rampart and so
onto the hill’ s gently domed top. | walked that domed plateau and discovered it to be amarvellous
defensive position. The summit was atriangle, and on each of itsthree Sdesthe ground fell steeply away
so that any attacker would be forced to labour up into the teeth of our spears. | hoped the steepness of
that dope would keep the Saxon warband from making any attack, and that in aday or two the enemy
would leave and we would be free to find our way north to Corinium. We would arrive late, and Arthur
would doubtless be angry with me, but for the moment | had kept this part of Dumnonia sarmy safe. We
numbered over two hundred spearmen and we protected a crowd of women and children, seven wagons



and two Princesses, and our refuge was agrassy hilltop high above adeep river valley. | found one of the
levy and asked him the name of the hill.

‘It snamed like the city, Lord,” he said, apparently bemused that | should even want to know the
name.

‘Aquee Sulis? | asked him.

‘No, Lord! The old name! The name before the Romans came.’
‘Baddon,’ | said.

‘And thisisMynydd Baddon, Lord,” he confirmed.

Mount Baddon. In time the poets would make that name ring through al of Britain. It would be sungin
athousand hdls and fire the blood of children yet unborn, but for now it meant nothing to me. It wasjust
aconvenient hill, agrasswalled fort, and the place where, al unwillingly, I had planted my two bannersin
the turf. One showed Ceinwyn'’s star, while the other, which we had found and rescued from Argante’'s
wagons, flaunted Arthur’ s banner of the besar.

So, in the morning light, where they flapped in the drying wind, the bear and the star defied the
Saxons.

On Mynydd Baddon.

T he Saxons were cautious. They had not attacked us when they first saw us, and now that we were

secure on Mynydd Baddon’ s summit they were content to Sit at the southern base of the hill and smply
watch us. In the afternoon alarge contingent of their spearmen walked to Aquae Sulis, where they must
have discovered an aimost deserted city. | expected to see the flare and smoke of burning thatch, but no
such fires appeared and at dusk the spearmen came back from the city laden with plunder. The shadows
of nightfall darkened theriver valey and, while we on Mynydd Baddon' s summit were il in the last
wash of daylight, our enemy’ s campfires studded the dark beneath us.

Stll morefires showed in the hilly land to the north of us. Mynydd Baddon lay like an offshoreidand
to those hills, and was separated from them by a high grassy saddle. | had haf thought we might cross
that high valey in the night, climb to the ridge beyond and make our way acrossthe hillstowards
Corinium; so, before dusk, | sent Issa and a score of men to reconnoitre the route, but they returned to
say there were mounted Saxon scouts all across the ridge beyond the saddle. | was still tempted to try
and escape northwards, but | knew the Saxon horsemen would see us and that by dawn we would have
their whole warband on our hedls. | worried about the choicetill degp into the night, then picked the
lesser of thetwo evils we would stay on Mynydd Baddon.

To the Saxons we must have agppeared aformidable army. | now commanded two hundred and
sixty-eight men and the enemy were not to know that fewer than ahundred of those were prime
spearmen. Forty of the remainder were the city levy, thirty-six were battle-hardened warriors who had
guarded Caer Cadarn or Durnovaria’ s palace, though most of those three dozen men were old and dow
now, while ahundred and ten were unblooded youngsters. My seventy experienced spearmen and
Argante’ stwelve Blackshields were among the best warriorsin Britain, and though | did not doubt that
the thirty-six veteranswould be useful and that the youngsters might well prove formidable, it was ill a



pitifully small force with which to protect our hundred and fourteen women and seventy-nine children. But
at least we had plenty of food and water, for we possessed the seven precious wagons and there were
three springs on Mynydd Baddon' s flanks.

By nightfal on that first day we had counted the enemy. There were about three hundred and sixty
Saxonsin the valey and at least another eighty on the land to the north. That was enough spearmen to
keep us penned on Mynydd Baddon, but probably not enough to assault us. Each of theflat and treeless
summit’ sthree sides was three hundred pacesin length, making atotal that was far too great for my small
numbersto defend, but if the enemy did attack we would see them coming from along way off and |
would have time to move spearmen to face their assault. | reckoned that even if they made two or three
smultaneous assaults | could still hold, for the Saxons would have aterrible steep dope to climb and my
men would be fresh, but if the enemy numbersincreased then | knew | must be overwhelmed. My prayer
was that these Saxons were nothing more than a strong foraging band, and once they had stripped Aquae
Sulisand itsriver valey of whatever food they could find they would go back north to rgjoin Adlle and
Cerdic.

The next dawn showed that the Saxonswere il in the valley, where the smoke of their campfires
mingled with theriver mist. Asthe mist thinned we saw they were cutting down treesto make huts;
depressing evidence that they intended to stay. My own men were busy on the mount’ s dopes, chopping
down the small hawthorns and the birch saplings that might give cover to an attacking enemy. They
dragged the brush and smdll trees back to the summit and piled them as rudimentary breastworks on the
remains of the old people swall. | had another fifty men on the hill crest to the north of the saddle, where
they were cutting firewood that we hauled back to the mount in one of the ox-wagons we had emptied of
food. Those men brought back enough timber to make along wooden hut of our own, though our hut,
unlike the Saxon shelters that were roofed with thatch or turf, was nothing but a ramshackle structure of
untrimmed timbers stretched between four of the wagons and crudely thatched with branches, but it was
large enough to shdlter the women and children.

During thefirgt night | had sent two of my spearmen north. Both of them were cunning rogues from
among the unblooded youngsters and | ordered each to try and reach Corinium and tell Arthur of our
plight. | doubted whether he could help us, but at least he would know what had happened. All next day
| dreaded seeing those two young men again, fearing to see them being dragged as prisoners behind a
Saxon horseman, but they vanished. Both, as| learned later, survived to reach Corinium.

The Saxons built their shelters and we piled more thorn and brush on our shalow wall. None of the
enemy came near us, and we did not go down to chalenge them. | divided the summit into sections, and
assigned each to atroop of spearmen. My seventy experienced warriors, the best of my small army,
guarded the angle of ramparts that faced due south towards the enemy. | split my youngstersinto two
troops, one on each flank of the experienced men, then gave the defence of the hill’ s northern side to the
twelve Blackshields, supported by the levy and the guards from Caer Cadarn and Durnovaria. The
Blackshidds' |eader was a scarred brute named Niall, aveteran of ahundred harvest raids whose fingers
were thick with warrior rings, and Nidl raised his own makeshift banner on the northern rampart. It was
nothing but a branch-stripped birch sapling struck into the turf with a scrap of black cloak flying fromits
tip, but there was something wild and satisfyingly defiant about that ragged Irish flag.

| still had hopes of escaping. The Saxons might be making sheltersin theriver valey, but the high
northern ground went on tempting me and on that second afternoon | rode my horse across the saddle of
land beneath Niall’ s banner and so up to the opposing crest. A great empty stretch of moorland lay under
the racing clouds. Eachern, an experienced warrior whom | had put in command of one of the bands of
youngsters cutting timber on the crest, came to stand beside my mare. He saw that | was aring at the
empty moor and guessed what was in my mind. He spat. ‘ Bastards are out there, so they are,’ he said.



‘You'resure?

‘They come and they go, Lord. Always horsemen.” He had an axe in hisright hand and he pointed it
westwards to where avalley ran north-west beside the moor. Trees grew thick inthe smal valey, though
all we could see of them wastheir leafy tops. ‘ There saroad in those trees,” Eachern said, *and that's
wherethey’relurking.’

‘The road must go towards Glevum,” | said.
‘Goesto the Saxonsfirgt, Lord,” Eachern said. ' Bastards are there, so they are. | heard their axes.’

Which meant, | guessed, that the track in the valley was blocked with felled trees. | was still tempted.
If we destroyed the food and | eft behind anything that could dow our march, then we might still break out
of this Saxon ring and reach Arthur’ sarmy. All day my conscience had been nagging like aspur, for my
clear duty wasto be with Arthur and the longer | was stranded on Mynydd Baddon the harder his task
was. | wondered if we could cross the moorland a night. There would be ahaf moon, enough to light
theway, and if we moved fast we would surdly outrun the main Saxon warband. We might be harried by
ahandful of Saxon horsemen, but my spearmen could deal with those. But what lay beyond the moor?
Hilly country, for sure, and doubtless cut by rivers swollen by the recent rains. | needed aroad, | needed
fords and bridges, | needed speed or else the children would lag behind, the spearmen would dow to
protect them and suddenly the Saxons would be on us like wolves outrunning aflock of sheep. | could
imagine escaping from Mynydd Baddon, but | could not see how we were to cross the miles of country
between us and Corinium without falling prey to enemy blades.

The decision was taken from me at dusk. | was still contemplating adash north and hoping that by
leaving our fires burning brightly we might deceive the enemy into thinking we remained on Mynydd
Baddon’ s summit, but during the dusk of that second day still more Saxons arrived. They came from the
north-east, from the direction of Corinium, and ahundred of them moved onto the moorland | had hoped
to cross, then came south to drive my woodcutters out of the trees, across the saddle and so back onto
Mynydd Baddon. Now we were truly trapped.

| sat that night with Ceinwyn besideafire. ‘It remindsme,’ | said, *of that night on Y nysMon.’
‘l wasthinking of that,” she said.

It was the night we had discovered the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn, and we had huddled in ajumble
of rockswith the forces of Diwrnach al about us. None of us had expected to live, but then Merlin had
woken from the dead and mocked me. * Surrounded, arewe? he had asked me. ‘ Outnumbered, are
we? | had agreed to both propositions and Merlin had smiled. * And you call yourself alord of warriors!’

Y ou'velanded usin apredicament, Ceinwyn said, quoting Merlin, and she smiled a the memory,
then sghed. ‘If we weren’t with you,” she went on, indicating the women and children about thefires,
‘what would you do?

‘Go north. Fight a battle over there,” |1 nodded towards the Saxon fires that burned on the high ground
beyond the saddle, *then keep marching north.” | was not truly certain | would have donethat, for such
an escape would have meant abandoning any man wounded in the battle for the ridge, but the rest of us,
unencumbered by women or children, could surely have outmarched the Saxon pursuit.

‘Suppose,’ Ceinwyn said softly, ‘that you ask the Saxonsto give the women and children safe
passage?

‘They'll say yes, | said, *and as soon as you' re out range of our spearsthey’ |l seize you, rape you, kill



you and endavethe children.’
‘Not redly agood idea, then? she asked gently.
‘Not redly.’

She leaned her head on my shoulder, trying not to disturb Seren who was degping with her head
pillowed on her mother’ s lap. * So how long can we hold? Ceinwyn asked.

‘I could die of old age on Mynydd Baddon,” | said, ‘so long asthey don’t send more than four
hundred men to attack us.’

‘And will they?

‘Probably not,” | lied, and Ceinwyn knew | lied. Of course they would send more than four hundred
men. Inwar, | have learned, the enemy will usually do whatever you fear the most, and this enemy would
certainly send every spearman they had.

Ceinwyn lay slent for awhile. Dogs barked among the distant Saxon encampments, their sound
coming clear through the till night. Our own dogs began to respond and little Seren shifted in her deep.
Ceinwyn stroked her daughter’ shair. ‘ If Arthur’ sa Corinium,” she asked softly, ‘then why arethe
Saxons coming here?

‘l don't know.’
“Youthink they’ll eventudly go north to join their main army?

| had thought that, but the arrival of more Saxons had given me doubts. Now | suspected that we
faced abig enemy warband that had been trying to march southwards around Corinium, looping deep
into the hillsto re-emerge at Glevum and so threaten Arthur’ srear. | could think of no other reason why
S0 many Saxonswerein Aquae Sulis svaley, but that did not explain why they had not kept marching.
Instead they were making shelters, which suggested they wanted to besiege us. In which case, | thought,
perhaps we were doing Arthur a service by staying here. We were keeping alarge number of hisenemies
away from Corinium, though if our estimation of the enemy forces was right then the Saxons had more
than enough men to overwhem both Arthur and us.

Ceinwyn and | fdll slent. The twelve Blackshields had begun to sing, and when their song was done
my men answered with the war chant of Ultydd. Pyrlig, my bard, accompanied the Singing on his harp.
He had found a leather breastplate and armed himself with a shield and spear, but the wargear 1ooked
strange on histhin frame. | hoped he would never have to abandon his harp and use the spear, for by
then al hope would belogt. | imagined Saxons swarming across the hilltop, whooping their ddlight at
finding so many women and children, then blotted the horrid thought out. We had to stay dive, we had to
hold our walls, we had to win.

Next morning, under asky of grey clouds through which afreshening wind brought snaiches of rain
from the west, | donned my wargear. It was heavy, and | had deliberately not worn it till now, but the
arrival of the Saxon reinforcements had convinced me that we would have to fight and o, to put heart
into my men, | choseto wear my finest armour. First, over my linen shirt and woollen trews, | pulled a
leather tunic that fell to my knees. The leather was thick enough to stop a sword dash, though not a spear
thrust. Over thetunic | pulled the precious coat of heavy Roman mail that my daves had polished so that
the small links seemed to shine. The mail coat was trimmed with golden loops at its hem, itsdeevesand
its neck. It was an expensive coat, one of the richest in Britain, and forged well enough to stop dl but the
most savage spear thrusts. My knee-length boots were sewn with bronze strips to cheat the lunging blade



that comes|ow under the shield wall, and | had elbow-length gloveswith iron plates to protect my
forearms. My helmet was decorated with silver dragons that climbed up to its golden peak where the
wolf-tail hedm wasfixed. The hdmet came down over my ears, had aflap of mail to shield the back of my
neck, and silvered cheekpieces that could be swung over my face so that an enemy did not seeaman,
but ametal-clad killer with two black shadows for eyes. It wastherich armour of agreat warlord and it
was designed to put fear into an enemy. | strapped Hywelbane' s belt around the mail, tied a cloak about
my neck and hefted my largest war spear. Then, thus dressed for battle and with my shield dung on my
back, | walked thering of Mynydd Baddon' swalls so that al my men and al the watching enemy would
see me and know that alord of warriors waited for the fight. | finished my circuit at the southern peak of
our defences and there, standing high above the enemy, | lifted the skirts of mail and leather to pissdown
the hill towards the Saxons.

I had not known Guinevere was close, and thefirst | knew was when she laughed and that laughter
rather spoiled my gesture for | was embarrassed. She brushed away my apology. ‘Y ou do look fine,
Derfd, shesad.

| swung the helmet’ s cheekpieces open. ‘| had hoped, Lady,’ | said, ‘ never to wear thisgear again.’

“You sound just like Arthur,” she said wryly, then walked behind me to admire the strips of hammered
slver that formed Ceinwyn’ s star on my shield. ‘1 never understand,” she said, coming back to face me,
‘why you dresslike a pigherder most of the time, but look so splendid for war.’

‘| don't look like apigherder,” | protested.

‘Not likemine,” she said, ‘because | can’t abide having grubby people about me, evenif they are
swineherds, and so | dways made certain they had decent clothes!’

‘| had abath last year,’ | indsted.

‘Asrecently asthat!’” she said, pretending to be impressed. She was carrying her hunter’ s bow and
had aquiver of arrows at her back. * If they come,” she said, ‘| intend to send some of their soulsto the
Other world.’

‘If they come,” | said, knowing that they would, ‘dl you'll seeishemets and shiddsand you' ll waste
your arrows. Wait till they raise their headsto fight our shield wall, then am for their eyes’

‘ won't waste arrows, Derfel,” she promised grimly.

Thefirg threat came from the north where the newly arrived Saxons formed a shield wall among the
trees above the saddle that separated Mynydd Baddon from the high ground. Our most copious spring
wasin that saddle and perhaps the Saxonsintended to deny usits use, for just after midday their shield
wall came down into the small valey. Nial watched them from our ramparts. * Eighty men,” hetold me.

| brought Issaand fifty of my men across to the northern rampart, more than enough spearmen to see
off eighty Saxonslabouring uphill, but it soon became obvious that the Saxons did not intend to attack,
but wanted to lure us down into the saddle where they could fight us on more equa terms. And no doubt
once we were down there more Saxons would burst from the high treesto ambush us. * Y ou stay here,’ |
told my men, ‘you don’t go down! Y ou stay!’

The Saxonsjeered us. Some knew afew words of the British tongue, sufficient to call us cowards or
women or worms. Sometimes asmall group would climb halfway up our dope to tempt usto break
ranks and rush down the hill, but Nial, Issaand | kept our men cam. A Saxon wizard shuffled up the
wet dope towards usin short nervous rushes, jabbering incantations. He was naked beneath awolfskin



cape and had his hair dunged into asingletall spike. He shrilled his curses, wailed his charm words and
then hurled ahandful of small bonestowards our shields, but still none of us moved. The wizard spat
three times, then ran shivering down to the saddle, where a Saxon chieftain now tried to tempt one of us
to single combat. He was a burly man with atangled mane of greasy, dirt-matted golden hair that hung
down past alavish golden collar. His beard was plaited with black ribbons, his breastplate was of iron,
his greaves of decorated Roman bronze, and his shield was painted with the mask of asnarling wolf. His
helmet had bull’ s horns mounted on its sides and was surmounted by awolf’s skull to which hehad tied a
meass of black ribbons. He had strips of black fur tied around his upper arms and thighs, carried ahuge
double-bladed war axe, while from his belt hung along sword and one of the short, broad-bladed knives
cdled a seax, the wegpon that gave the Saxonstheir name. For atime he demanded that Arthur himsalf
come down and fight him, and when hetired of that he challenged me, calling me acoward, a
chicken-hearted dave and the son of aleprous whore. He spoke in his own tongue which meant that
none of my men knew what he said and | just let hiswords whip past mein thewind.

Then, in the middle of the afternoon, when the rain had ended and the Saxons were bored with trying
to lure us down to battle, they brought three captured children to the saddle. The children were very
young, no more than five or six years old, and they were held with seaxs at their throats. * Come down,’
the big Saxon chieftain shouted, * or they diel’

Issalooked at me. ‘Let mego, Lord,” he pleaded.
‘It smy rampart, Nial, the Blackshield leader, ingsted. ‘I'll fillet the bastard.’

‘It smy hilltop,” | said. It was more than just my hilltop, it was dso my duty to fight the first sngle
combat of abattle. A king could let his champion fight but awarlord had no business sending men where
he would not go himsdlf, and so | closed the cheekpieces of my helmet, touched agloved hand to the
pork bonesin Hywelban€e s hilt, then pressed on my mail coat to fed the small lump made by Ceinwyn’s
brooch. Thus reassured | pushed through our crude timber palisade and edged down the steep dope.
“You and me!’ | shouted at thetall Saxon in hisown language, ‘for their lives,” and | pointed my speer at
the three children.

The Saxons roared gpprova that they had at |ast brought one Briton down from the hill. They backed
away, taking the children with them, leaving the saddle to their champion and to me. The burly Saxon
hefted the big axein hisleft hand, then spat onto the buttercups. *Y ou speak our language well, pig,” he
greeted me.

‘Itisapig slanguage,’ | said.

Hetossed the axe high into the air where it turned, its blade flashing in the wesk sunlight that wastrying
to break the clouds. The axe was long and its double-bladed head heavy, but he caught it easily by its
haft. Most men would have found it hard to wield such amassive wegpon for even ashort time, let one
toss and catch it, but this Saxon madeit look easy. ‘ Arthur dared not come and fight me,” he said, ‘so |
shdl kill youinhisstead.’

Hisreference to Arthur puzzled me, but it was not my job to disabuse the enemy if they thought Arthur
was on Mynydd Baddon. * Arthur has better thingsto do than to kill vermin,’ | said, ‘o he asked meto
daughter you, then bury your fat corpse with your feet pointing south so that through al time you will
wander lonely and hurting, never ableto find your Otherworld.’

He spat. Y ou squed like aspavined pig.” Theinsultswere aritual, as was the single combat. Arthur
disapproved of both, believing insultsto be awaste of breath and single combat a waste of energy, but |
had no objection to fighting an enemy champion. Such combat did serve apurpose, for if | killed thisman



my troops would be hugely cheered and the Saxons would see aterrible omen in hisdeath. Therisk was
losing the fight, but | was a confident man in those days. The Saxon was afull hand’ s breadth taller than |
and much broader across his shoulders, but | doubted he would be fast. He looked like aman who relied
on strength to win, while | took pridein being clever aswell as strong. He looked up at our rampart that
was now crowded with men and women. | could not see Ceinwyn there, but Guinevere stood tall and
gtriking among the armed men. ‘Isthat your whore? the Saxon asked me, holding his axe towards her.
‘Tonight she'll be mine, you worm.” He took two steps nearer me so that he was just a dozen paces
away, then tossed the big axe up in the ar again. His men were cheering him from the northern dope,
while my men were shouting raucous encouragements from the ramparts.

‘If you'refrightened,” | said, ‘| can give you time to empty your bowels!’

‘I’ll empty them on your corpse,’ he spat at me. | wondered whether to take him with the spear or
with Hywelbane and decided the spear would be faster so long as he did not parry the blade. It was plain
that he would attack soon for he had begun to swing the axe in fagt intricate curves that were dazzling to
watch and | suspected hisintention was to charge me with that blurring blade, knock my spear asde with
his shield, then bury the axein my neck. ‘My nameisWulfger,” he said formally, * Chief of the Sarnaed
tribe of Cerdic’s people, and thisland shall be my land.’

| dipped my left arm out of the shield loops, transferred the shield to my right arm and hefted the spear
inmy left hand. | did not loop the shield on my right arm, but just gripped the wooden handle tight.
Wulfger of the Sarnaed was | eft-handed and that meant his axe would have attacked from my unguarded
sdeif | had kept the shield onitsorigind arm. | was not nearly so good with aspear in my left hand, but
| had anotion that might finish thisfight fast. ‘My name,’ | answered him formally, ‘is Derfdl, son of Adlle,
King of the Aenglish. And | am the man who put the scar on Liofa' s cheek.’

My boast had been intended to unsettle him, and perhapsit did, but he showed little sign of it. Instead,
with asudden roar, he attacked and his men cheered deafeningly. Wulfger’ saxewaswhigtling intheair,
his shield was poised to knock my spear aside, and he was charging like abull, but then | hurled my own
shield at hisface. | hurled it Sdeways on, so that it soun towards him like aheavy disc of meta-rimmed
wood.

The sudden sight of the heavy shield flying hard at hisface forced him to raise hisown shield and
check the violent whirling of hisblurring axe. | heard my shield clatter on his, but | was aready on one
knee with my spear held low and lancing upwards. Wulfger of the Sarnaed had parried my shield quickly
enough, but he could not stop his heavy forward rush, not could he drop hisshield intime, and so heran
sraight onto that long, heavy, wicked-edged blade. | had aimed at hisbelly, at aspot just benegath his
iron breastplate where his only protection was athick leather jerkin, and my spear went though that
leather like aneedle dipping through linen. | stood up as the blade sank through leather, skin, muscle and
flesh to bury itsdf in Wulfger’ slower belly. | sood and twisted the haft, roaring my own chalenge now
as| saw the axe blade fater. | lunged again, the spear till deep in hisbelly and twisted the | eaf-shaped
blade a second time, and Wulfger of the Sarnaed opened his mouth as he stared at me and | saw the
horror cometo hiseyes. Hetried to lift the axe, but there was only aterrible painin hisbdly and a
liquefying weeknessin hislegs, and then he ssumbled, gasped and fell onto his knees.

| let go of the spear and stepped back as | drew Hywelbane. * Thisis our land, Wulfger of the
Sarnaed,’ | said loudly enough for his men to hear me, ‘and it stays our land.” | swung the blade once,
but swung it hard so that it razored through the matted mass of hair at the nape of his neck and chopped
into his backbone.

Hefdl dead, killed in an eyeblink.



| gripped my spear shaft, put aboot on Wulfger’ sbelly and tugged the reluctant blade free. Then |
stooped and wrenched the wolf skull from hishemet. | held the yellowing bone towards our enemies,
then cast it on the ground and stamped it into fragments with my foot. | undid the dead man’s golden
collar, then took his shield, hisaxe and his knife and waved those trophies towards his men, who stood
watching slently. My men were dancing and howling their glee. Last of dl | stooped and unbuckled his
heavy bronze greaves which were decorated with images of my God, Mithras,

| stood with my plunder. * Send the children!” | shouted at the Saxons.

‘Come and fetch them!” aman called back, then with a swift dash he cut achild’ sthroat. The other
two children screamed, then they too were killed and the Saxons spat on their small bodies. For a
moment | thought my men would lose control and charge across the saddle, but Issaand Nidl held them
to the rampart. | spat on Wulfger’ s body, sneered at the treacherous enemy, then took my trophies back
up thehill.

| gave Wulfger’ s shield to one of thelevy, the knifeto Niall and the axeto Issa. ‘Don't useit in battle,’
| said, ‘but you can chop wood withiit.’

| carried the golden collar to Ceinwyn, but she shook her head. ‘| don’t like dead men’sgold,” she
said. Shewas cradling our daughtersand | could see she had been weeping. Ceinwyn was not awoman
to betray her emotions. She had learned as a child that she could keep her fearsome father’ s affections
by being bright-natured, and somehow that habit of cheerfulness had worked itself deep into her soul, but
she could not hide her distress now. * Y ou could have died!” shesaid. | had nothingto say, so | just
crouched beside her, plucked a handful of grass and scrubbed the blood from Hywelban€e' s edge.
Ceinwyn frowned a me. * They killed those children?

‘Yes,' | sad.

‘“Who were they?

| shrugged. ‘Who knows? Just children captured in araid.’

Ceinwyn sighed and stroked Morwenna sfair hair. * Did you haveto fight?
“Would you rather | had sent 1ssa?

‘No,” she admitted.

‘Soyes, | hadtofight,’ | said, and intruth | had enjoyed the fight. Only afool wantswar, but oncea
war startsthen it cannot be fought half-heartedly. It cannot even be fought with regret, but must be
waged with asavage joy in defeating the enemy, and it isthat savage joy that inspires our bardsto write
thelr greatest songs about love and war. We warriors dressed for battle as we decked ourselvesfor love;
we made ourselves gaudy, we wore our gold, we mounted crests on our silver-chased helmets, we
srutted, we boasted, and when the daughtering blades came close we fdt as though the blood of the
Gods coursed in our veins. A man should love peace, but if he cannot fight with al his heart then he will
not have peace.

‘What would we have doneif you had died? Ceinwyn asked, watching as| buckled Wulfger’ sfine
greaves over my boots.

“Y ou would have burned me, my love, | said, ‘and sent my soul to join Dian.” | kissed her, then
carried the golden collar to Guinevere, who was delighted by the gift. She had lost her jewelswith her
freedom, and though she had no taste for heavy Saxon work, she placed the collar about her neck.



‘| enjoyed that fight,” she said, patting the golden platesinto place. ‘1 want you to teach me some
Saxon, Derfd.’

‘Of course.’
‘Insults. | want to hurt them.” She laughed. * Coarse insults, Derfel, the coarsest that you know.’

And there would be plenty of Saxonsfor Guinevereto insult, for till more enemy spearmen were
coming to the valey. My men on the southern angle called to warn me, and | went to stand on the
rampart beneath our twin banners and saw two long lines of spearmen winding down the eastern hillsinto
the river meadows. ‘ They started arriving afew momentsago,” Eachern told me, and now there' sno
end to them.’

Nor was there. Thiswas no warband coming to fight, but an army, ahorde, awhole people on the
march. Men, women, beasts and children, al spilling from the eastern hillsinto Aquae Sulis svaley. The
spearmen marched in their long columns, and between the columns were herds of cattle, flocks of sheep
and straggling trails of women and children. Horsemen rode on the flanks, and more horsemen clustered
about the two banners that marked the coming of the Saxon Kings. Thiswas not one army, but two, the
combined forces of Cerdic and Adlle, and instead of facing Arthur in the valley of the Thamesthey had
come here, to me, and their blades were as numerous as the stars of the sky’ s great belt.

| watched them come for an hour and Eachern was right. There was no end to them, and | touched the
bonesin Hywelbane' s hilt and knew, more surely than ever, that we were doomed.

That night the lights of the Saxon fireswere like acongtdlation fdlen into Aquae Sulis svaley; ablaze of
campfires reaching far to the south and deep to the west to show where the enemy encampments
followed the line of theriver. There were till more fires on the eastern hills, where the rearguard of the
Saxon horde camped on the high ground, but in the dawn we saw those men coming down into the valley
beneath us.

It was araw morning, though it promised to be awarm day. At sunrise, when the valley was ill dark,
the smoke from the Saxon fires mingled with the river mist so that it seemed asif Mynydd Baddon wasa
green sunlit vesse adrift inasnister grey sea. | had dept badly, for one of the women had given birth in
the night and her cries had haunted me. The child was stillborn and Ceinwyn told meit should not have
been ddlivered for another three or four months. ‘ They think it'sabad omen,” Ceinwyn added bleskly.

And so it probably was, | reflected, but | dared not admit as much. Instead | tried to sound confident.
‘The Godswon't abandon us,” | said.

‘Itwas Terfa, Ceinwyn said, naming the woman who had tortured the night with her crying. * It would
have been her first child. A boy, it was. Very tiny.” She hesitated, then smiled sadly at me. ‘There sa
fear, Derfd, that the Gods abandoned us at Samain.’

Shewas only saying what | mysdlf feared, but again | dared not admit it. ‘Do you beieve that? |
asked her.

‘| don’'t want to believeit,” she said. She thought for afew seconds and was about to say something
more when a shout from the southern rampart interrupted us. | did not move and the shout came again.
Ceinwyn touched my arm. ‘Go,” she said.

| ran to the southern rampart to find Issa, who had stood the night’ slast sentry watch, staring down
into the valley’ s smoky shadows. * About a dozen of the bastards,” he said.



‘Where?

‘See the hedge? He pointed down the bare dope to where awhite-blossomed hawthorn hedge
marked the end of the hillsde and the beginning of the valley’ s cultivated land. * They’ re there. We saw
them crossthe whesetfield.’

‘They'rejust watching us, | said sourly, angry that he had called me away from Ceinwyn for such a
gamdl thing.

‘I don’'t know, Lord. There was something odd about them. There!” He pointed again and | saw a
group of spearmen clamber through the hedge. They crouched on our side of the hedge and it seemed as
if they looked behind them, rather than towards us. They waited for afew minutes, then suddenly ran
towards us. ‘ Deserters? Issaguessed. ‘ Surely not!”

And it did seem strange that anyone should desert that vast Saxon army to join our beleaguered band,
but Issawas right, for when the eleven men were hafway up the dope they ostentatioudy turned their
shields upside down. The Saxon sentries had at last seen the traitors and a score of enemy spearmen
were now pursuing the fugitives, but the eeven men were far enough ahead to reach us safely. ‘Bring
them to me when they get here,’ | told Issa, then went back to the summit’s centre where | pulled on my
mail armour and buckled Hywelbaneto my waist. ‘ Deserters;’ | told Ceinwyn.

I ssa brought the eleven men acrossthe grass. | recognized the shieldsfirgt, for they showed Lancelot's
sea-eaglewith thefishinitstalons, and then | recognized Bors, Lancelot’ s cousin and champion. He
smiled nervoudy when he saw me, then | grinned broadly and herelaxed. ‘' Lord Derfel,” he greeted me.
His broad face was red from the climb, and his burly body heaving to draw in bregth.

‘Lord Bors,” | said formaly, then embraced him.

‘If | antodie’ hesad, ‘I’d rather die on my own side.’” He named his spearmen, dl of them Britons
who had been in Lancelot’ s service and al men who resented being forced to carry their spearsfor the
Saxons. They bowed to Ceinwyn, then sat while bread, mead and salted beef were brought to them.
Lancdot, they said, had marched north to join Adle and Cerdic, and now all the Saxon forces were
united in the valley beneath us. ‘ Over two thousand men, they reckon,” Bors said.

‘I have less than three hundred.’

Borsgrimaced. ‘But Arthur’ s here, yes?

| shook my head. ‘No.’

Bors stared up at me, his open mouth full of food. ‘Not here? hesaid at last.

‘He' s somewhere up north asfar as| know.’

He swallowed his mouthful, then swore quietly. * So who ishere? he asked.

‘Just me.” | gestured about the hill. * And what you can see.’

Helifted ahorn of mead and drank deeply. ‘ Then | reckon wewill die] hesaid grimly.

He had thought Arthur was on Mynydd Baddon. Indeed, Bors said, both Cerdic and Adlle believed
that Arthur was on the hill and that was why they had marched south from the Thamesto Aquae Sulis.
The Saxons, who had first driven usto thisrefuge, had seen Arthur’ s banner on Mynydd Baddon's crest
and had sent news of its presence to the Saxon Kings who had been seeking Arthur in the upper reaches



of the Thames. * The bastards know what your plansare, Borswarned me, ‘and they know Arthur
wanted to fight near Corinium, but they couldn’t find him there. And that’ swhat they want to do, Derfdl,
they want to find Arthur before Cuneglas reaches him. Kill Arthur, they reckon, and the rest of Britain
will lose heart.” But Arthur, clever Arthur, had given Cerdic and Adlethe dip, and then the Saxon kings
had heard that the banner of the bear was being flaunted on a hill near Aquae Sulis and so they had
turned their ponderous force southwards and sent ordersfor Lancelot’ s forcesto join them.

‘Do you have any news of Culhwch? | asked Bors.

‘He s out there somewhere,” Bors said vaguely, waving to the south. *We never found him.” He
suddenly stiffened, and | looked round to see that Guinevere was watching us. She had abandoned her
prison robe and was dressed in alesther jerkin, woollen trews and long boots: aman's clotheslike those
she had used to wear when hunting. | later discovered she had found the clothesin Aquae Sulis and,
though they were of poor quality, she somehow managed to imbue them with elegance. She had the
Saxon gold at her neck, aquiver of arrows on her back, the hunter’ sbow in her hand and a short knife at
her wais.

‘Lord Bors,” she greeted her old lover’schampionicily.
‘Lady.” Bors stood up and gave her aclumsy obeisance.

Shelooked at his shield that still bore Lancelot’ sinsgnia, then raised an eyebrow. ‘ Are you bored
with him too? she asked.

‘I'maBriton, lady, Bors said tiffly.

‘And abrave Briton,” Guinevere said warmly. ‘| think we' re fortunate to have you here.” Her words
were precisay right and Bors, who had been embarrassed by the encounter, suddenly looked coyly
pleased. He muttered something about being happy to see Guinevere, but he was not aman who made
compliments eegantly and he blushed as he spoke. ‘ Can | assume,” Guinevere asked him, ‘that your old
lord iswith the Saxons?

‘Heis, Lady.’
‘Then | pray he comeswithin range of my bow,” Guinevere said.

‘He might not, Lady,” Borssaid, for he knew Lancelot’ s reluctance to place himsdf in danger, ‘ but
you'll have plenty of Saxonsto kill before the day’ s out. More than enough.’

And hewasright, for beneath us, where thelast of the river mist was being burned away by the sun,
the Saxon horde was gathering. Cerdic and Adlle, till believing that their greatest enemy was trgpped on
Mynydd Baddon, were planning an overwheming assault. It would not be a subtle attack, for no
Spearmen were being mustered to take usin the flank, but rather it would be asmple, crude
hammerblow that would come in overwhel ming force straight up Mynydd Baddon’ s southern face.
Hundreds of warriors were being gathered for the attack and their close-ranked spears glinted in the
ealy light.

‘How many arethere? Guinevere asked me.
‘Too many, Lady,’ | said bleakly.

‘Half their army,” Bors said, and explained to her that the Saxon Kings believed that Arthur and his
best men were trapped on the hilltop.



‘So he' sfooled them? Guinevere asked, not without anote of pride.
‘Orwehave, | said glumly, indicating Arthur’ s banner that stirred fitfully in the small breeze.

So now we have to beat them,” Guinevere responded briskly, though how, | could not tell. Not since
| had been trapped on Y nys Mon by Diwrnach’smen had | felt so helpless, but on that grim night | had
possessed Merlin for an dly and hismagic had seen us out of thetrap. | had no magic on my side now
and | could foresee nothing but doom.

All morning long | watched the Saxon warriors assemble among the growing whest, and | watched as
their wizards danced aong the lines and astheir chiefs harangued the spearmen. The men in the front of
the Saxon battle line were steady enough, for they were the trained warriors who had sworn oaths to
their lords, but the rest of that vast assembly must have been the equivaent of our levy, the fyrd the
Saxons called it, and those men kept wandering away. Some went to the river, others back to the camps,
and from our commanding height it was like watching shepherdstrying to gather avast flock; as soon as
one part of the army was assembled, another would bresk apart and the whole business would start over
again, and al the time the Saxon drums sounded. They were using great hollow logs that they thumped
with wooden clubs so that their heartbeat of death echoed from the wooded dope onthevaley' sfar
sde. The Saxonswould be drinking ae, bolstering the courage needed to come up into our spears.
Some of my own men were guzzling meed. | discouraged it, but stopping asoldier from drinking waslike
keeping adog from barking, and many of my men needed the fire that mead putsinto abelly for they
could count aswell asl. A thousand men were coming to fight fewer than three hundred.

Bors had asked that he and his men fight in the centre of our line and | had agreed. | hoped he would
die swiftly, cut down by an axe or aspear, for if he was taken dive then his death would be long and
horrible. He and his men had stripped their shields back to the bare wood, and now were drinking meed,
and | did not blame them.

Issawas sober. ‘ They' |l overlap us, Lord,” he said worriedly.

‘“They will," | agreed, and wished | could say something more useful, but in truth | was trandfixed by
the enemy preparations and helpless to know what to do about the attack. | did not doubt that my men
could fight against the best Saxon spearmen, but | only had enough spearmen to make ashiddd wall a
hundred paces wide and the Saxon attack, when it came, would be three times that width. Wewould
fight in the centre, we would kill, and the enemy would surge around our flanksto capture the hill’s
summit and daughter usfrom behind.

Issagrimaced. Hiswolf-tailed helmet was an old one of mine on which he had hammered a pattern of
slver gtars. His pregnant wife, Scarach, had found some vervain growing near one of the springsand Issa
wore asprig on his helmet, hoping it would keep him from harm. He offered me some of the plant, but |
refused. ‘You keepit,’ | said.

‘What do we do, Lord? he asked.

‘Wecan't runaway,’ | said. | had thought of making a desperate lunge northwards, but there were
Saxons beyond the northern saddle and we would have to fight our way up that dope into their spears.
We had small chance of doing that, and a much greater chance of being trapped in the saddle between
two enemies on higher ground. *We have to beat them here,” | said, disguising my conviction that we
could not beet them at dl. | could have fought four hundred men, maybe even six hundred, but not the
thousand Saxons who were now readying themselves at the foot of the dope.

‘If we had aDruid,’ Issasaid, then let the thought die, but | knew exactly what irked him. He was
thinking that it was not good to go into battle without prayers. The Chrigtiansin our ranks were praying



with their arms outstretched in imitation of their God' s death and they had told me they needed no priest
to intercede for them, but we pagans liked to have a Druid’ s curses raining on our enemies before afight.
But we had no Druid, and the absence not only denied us the power of his curses, but suggested that
from this day on we would have to fight without our Gods because those Gods hed fled in disgust from
the interrupted riteson Ma Dun.

| summoned Pyrlig and ordered him to curse the enemy. He blanched. ‘But I’'m abard, Lord, not a
Druid,” he protested.

“Y ou began the Druid’ straining?
‘All bards do, Lord, but | was never taught the mysteries.’

‘The Saxonsdon’'t know that,” | said. ‘ Go down the hill, hop on one leg and curse their filthy soulsto
the dungheap of Annwn.’

Pyrlig did his best, but he could not keep his balance and | sensed there was more fear than
vituperation in his curses. The Saxons, seeing him, sent Six of their own wizards to counter hismagic. The
naked wizards, their hair hung with small charms and stiffened into grotesgue spikes with matted cow
dung, clambered up the dope to spit and curse a Pyrlig who, seeing their approach, backed nervoudy
away. One of the Saxon magicians carried a human thigh bone that he used to chase poor Pyrlig even
further up the dope and, when he saw our bard’ s obvious terror, the Saxon jerked his body in obscene
gestures. The enemy wizards came il closer so that we could hear their shrill voices over the booming
thud of thedrumsinthevadley.

‘What are they saying? Guinevere had come to stand beside me.

‘They'reusing charms, Lady,’ | said. ‘ They’ re beseeching their Godstto fill uswith fear and turn our
legstowater.” | listened to the chanting again. ‘ They beg that our eyes be blinded, that our spears be
broken and our swords blunted.” The man with the thigh bone caught sight of Guinevere and he turned on
her and spat a vituperative stream of obscenities.

‘What's he saying now? she asked.
“Y ou don't wish to know, Lady.’
‘But | do, Derfd, | do.’

‘Then | don't wishtotdl you.’

Shelaughed. Thewizard, only thirty paces away from us now, jerked his tattooed crotch at her and
shook his heed, rolled his eyes, and screamed that she was a cursed witch and promised that her womb
would dry to acrust and her breasts turn sour as gall, and then there was an abrupt twang beside my ear
and thewizard was suddenly sllent. An arrow had transfixed his gullet, going clean through his neck so
that one haf of the arrow jutted behind his nape and the feathered shaft stuck out beneath his chin. He
stared up at Guinevere, he gurgled, and then the bone dropped from his hand. He fingered the arrow, il
gtaring at her, then shuddered and suddenly collgpsed.

‘It scongdered bad luck to kill an enemy’smagicians,’ | said in gentle reproof.

‘Not now,” Guinevere said vengefully, ‘not now.” Shetook another arrow from her quiver and fitted it
to the string, but the other five wizards had seen the fate of their fellow magician and were bounding
down the hill out of range. They were shrieking angrily as they went, protesting our bad faith. They had a
right to protest, and | feared that the degath of the one wizard would only fill the attackers with acold



anger. Guinevere took the arrow off the bow. ‘ So what will they do, Derfel? she asked me.

‘Inafew minutes time,’ | said, ‘that great mass of men will come up the hill. Y ou can see how they’ll
come,” | pointed down to the Saxon formation that was till being pushed and herded into shape, ‘a
hundred men in their front rank, and nine or ten men in every file to push those front men onto our spears.
We can face those hundred men, Lady, but our fileswill only have two or three men apiece, and we
won't be able to push them back down the hill. We'll stop them for awhile, and the shield walswill lock,
but we won't drive them backwards and when they seethat al our men arelocked in the fighting line,
they’ Il send their rearward files to wrap around and take us from behind.’

Her green eyes stared at me, adightly mocking look on her face. She was the only woman | ever
knew who could ook me straight in the eyes, and | dwaysfound her direct gaze unsettling. Guinevere
had aknack of making aman fed like afool, though on that day, as the Saxon drums beat and the great
horde steeled themsalves to climb up to our blades, she wished me nothing but success. ‘ Are you saying
we'velogt? sheasked lightly.

‘I'm saying, Lady, that | don’t know if | canwin,” | answered grimly. | was wondering whether to do
the unexpected and form my men into awedge that would charge down the hill and pierce deep into the
Saxon mass. It was possible that such an attack would surprise them and even panic them, but the
danger was that my men would be surrounded by enemies on the hillside and, when the last of uswas
dead, the Saxonswould climb to the summit and take our undefended families.

Guinevere dung the bow on her shoulder. ‘We canwin,” she said confidently, ‘we can win easily.” For
amoment | did not take her serioudy. ‘I can tear the heart out of them,” she said more forcefully.

| glanced at her and saw the fiercejoy in her face. If shewasto makeafool of any man that day it
would be Cerdic and A€lle, not me. *‘How can wewin? | asked her.

A mischievouslook cameto her face. ‘ Do you trust me, Derfel ?
‘| trust you, Lady.’
‘Then give metwenty fit men.’

| hesitated. | had been forced to leave some spearmen on the northern rampart of the hill to guard
againgt an attack acrossthe saddle, and | could scarce lose twenty of the remaining men who faced
south; but even if | had two hundred spearmen more | knew | was going to lose this battle on the hilltop,
and so | nodded. ‘I’ ll give you twenty men from thelevy,’ | agreed, ‘and you give me avictory.” She
smiled and strode away, and | shouted at Issato find twenty young men and send them with her. *She's
going to giveusavictory!’ | told him loud enough for my men to hear and they, sensing hope on aday
when there was none, smiled and laughed.

Y et victory, | decided, needed amiracle, or esethe arriva of dlies. Where was Culhwch? All day |
had expected to see histroops in the south, but there had been no sign of him and | decided he must
have made awide detour around Aquae Sulisin an attempt to join Arthur. | could think of no other
troops who might cometo our aid, but in truth, even if Culhwch had joined me, his numbers could not
have swelled ours enough to withstand the Saxon assaullt.

That assault was near now. The wizards had done their work and agroup of Saxon horsemen now |eft
the ranks and spurred uphill. I shouted for my own horse, had Issa cup his handsto heave meinto the
saddle, then | rode down the dope to meet the enemy envoys. Bors might have accompanied me, for he
was alord, but he did not want to face the men he had just deserted and so | went alone.



Nine Saxons and three Britons approached. One of the Britons was Lancelot, as beautiful asever in
hiswhite scale armour that dazzled in the sunlight. His hdmet was silvered and crested with a pair of
swan' swings that were ruffled by the smal wind. His two companions were Amhar and Loholt, who
rode againg their father beneeth Cerdic’s skin-hung skull and beneath my own father’ s great bull skull
that was spattered with fresh blood in honour of this new war. Cerdic and Adle both climbed the hill and
with them were ahdf-dozen Saxon chieftains, dl big menin fur robes and with moustaches hanging to
their sword belts. The last Saxon was an interpreter and he, like the other Saxons, rode clumsly, just as|
did. Only Lancelot and the twins were good horsemen.

We met halfway down the hill. None of the horsesliked the dope and al shifted nervoudly. Cerdic
scowled up at our rampart. He could see the two banners there, and a prickle of spear points above our
makeshift barricade, but nothing more. Adle gave me agrim nod while Lancelot avoided my gaze.

‘Whereis Arthur? Cerdic findly demanded of me. His pale eyeslooked at me from ahemet rimmed
with gold and gruesomely crested with adead man’ s hand. Doubtless, | thought, a British hand. The
trophy had been smoked in afire so that its skin was blackened and its fingers hooked like claws.

‘Arthur istaking hisease, Lord King,” | said. ‘Hel€ft it to me to swat you away while he plans how to
removethe smdl of your filth from Britain.” Theinterpreter murmured in Lancelot’ s ear.

‘Is Arthur here? Cerdic demanded. Convention dictated that the leaders of armies conferred before
battle, and Cerdic had construed my presence as an insult. He had expected Arthur to come and meet
him, not some underling.

‘He' shere, Lord,’ | said airily, *and everywhere. Merlin transports him through the clouds.’

Cerdic spat. Hewasin dull armour, with no show other than the ghastly hand on his gold-edged
helmet’s crest. Adlewas dressed in hisusua black fur, had gold at hiswrists and neck and asingle bull’s
horn projecting from the front of his helmet. He was the older man, but Cerdic, as ever, took the lead.
His clever, pinched face gave me adismissive glance. ‘It would be best,” he said, “if you filed down the
hill and laid your weapons on the road. We shdl kill some of you as atribute to our Gods and take the
rest of you as daves, but you must give us the woman who killed our wizard. Shewewill kill.’

‘She killed the wizard on my orders;,” | said, ‘inreturn for Merlin’sbeard.’” 1t had been Cerdic who
had dashed off ahank of Merlin’sbeard, aninsult | had no mind to forgive.

‘Thenwe shdl kill you, Cerdic sad.

‘Liofatried to do that once,’ | said, needling him, *and yesterday Wulfger of the Sarnaed tried to
snatch my soul, but heisthe onewho isback in hisancestors sy’

Adleintervened. ‘Wewon't kill you, Derfel,” he growled, ‘not if you surrender.’” Cerdic began to
protest, but Adle hushed him with an abrupt gesture of his maimed right hand. ‘Wewill not kill him,” he
ingsted. ‘ Did you give your woman thering? he asked me.

‘Shewearsit now, Lord King,’ | said, gesturing up the hill.
‘She' shere? He sounded surprised.
“With your grandchildren.’

‘Let me seethem,” Adle demanded. Cerdic again protested. He was here to prepare usfor daughter,
not to witness a happy family meeting, but Adleignored hisaly’ s protest. ‘1 would like to see them
once,” hetold me, and so | turned and shouted uphill.



Ceinwyn appeared a moment later with Morwennain one hand and Seren in the other. They hesitated
at the rampart, then stepped ddlicately down the grass dope. Ceinwyn was dressed smply inalinen
robe, but her hair shone gold in the spring sun and | thought, as ever, that her beauty was magicdl. | fet a
lump in my throat and tears at my eyes as she came so lightly down the hill. Seren looked nervous, but
Morwenna had a defiant ook on her face. They stopped beside my horse and stared up at the Saxon
Kings. Ceinwyn and Lancelot looked at each other and Ceinwyn spat deliberately on the grassto void
the evil of his presence.

Cerdic pretended disinterest, but Adlle clumsily did down from hisworn leather saddle.  Tell them |
am glad to seethem,” hetold me, ‘and tell me the children’s names’

‘The older iscaled Morwenna,” | said, ‘and the younger is Seren. It meansstar.” | looked at my
daughters. ‘ ThisKing,” | told themin British, ‘isyour grandfather.’

Adlefumbled in hisblack robe and brought out two gold coins. He gave one each to the girls, then
looked mutely at Ceinwyn. She understood what he wanted and, |etting go of her daughters hands, she
stepped into his embrace. He must have stunk, for his fur robe was greasy and full of filth, but she did not
flinch. When he had kissed her he stepped back, lifted her hand to hislips, and smiled to see the smdll
chip of blue-green agateinitsgoldenring. ‘Tl her | will spare her life, Derfd,’ hesaid.

| told her and she smiled. ‘ Tl him it would be better if he went back to hisown land,” she said, *and
that we would take much joy in vigiting him there.’

Adle smiled when that was trandated, but Cerdic just scowled. ‘ Thisisour land!’” heingsted, and his
horse pawed at the ground as he spoke and my daughters backed away from his venom.

‘Tel themto go,” Adlegrowled at me, ‘for we must talk of war.” He watched them walk uphill. “You
have your father’ staste for beautiful women,” he said.

‘And aBritish taste for suicide,” Cerdic snapped. ‘Y our lifeispromised you,” hewent on, ‘but only if
you come down from the hill now and lay your spears on theroad.’

‘I shall lay them on theroad, Lord King,” | said, ‘with your body threaded on them.’

“You mew likeacat,” Cerdic said derisively. Then helooked past me and his expression became
grimmer, and | turned to see that Guinevere was now standing on the rampart. She stood tall and
long-legged in her hunter’ s clothes, crowned with amass of red hair and with her bow across her
shoulders so that she looked like some Goddess of war. Cerdic must have recognized her as the woman
who had killed hiswizard. *Who isshe? he demanded fiercdly.

‘Ask your lapdog,’ | said, gesturing at Lancelot, and then, when | suspected that the interpreter had
not trandated my words accurately, | said them again in the British tongue. Lancelot ignored me.

‘Guinevere, Amhar told Cerdic’ sinterpreter, ‘and sheis my father’ swhore,” he added with a sneer.

| had called Guinevere worsein my time, but | had no patience to listen to Amhar’ s scorn. | had never
held any affection for Guinevere, she was too arrogant, too wilful, too clever and too mocking to be an
easy companion, but in the last few days | had begun to admire her and suddenly | heard mysdlf spitting
insultsat Amhar. | do not remember now what | said, only that anger gave my words avicious spite. |
must have called him aworm, atreacherous piece of filth, acreature of no honour, aboy who would be
spitted on aman’s sword before the sun died. | spat at him, cursed him and drove him and his brother
down the hill with my insults, and then | turned on Lancelot. * Y our cousin Bors sendsyou greetings,” |
told him, *and promisesto pull your belly out of your throat, and you had better pray that he does, for if |



take you then | shall make your soul whine’

Lancelot spat, but did not bother to reply. Cerdic had watched the confrontation with amusement.
“Y ou have an hour to come and grovel before me,” he finished the conference, ‘and if you don’t, we shall
come and kill you.” Heturned his horse and kicked it on down the hill. Lancelot and the others foll owed,
leaving only Adle standing beside his horse.

He offered me ahdf amile, dmost agrimace. ‘ It ssemswe mugt fight, my son.’

‘It ssemswe must.’

‘IsArthur really not here?

‘Isthat why you came, Lord King? | answered, though not answering his question.
‘If wekill Arthur,’” hesaid smply, ‘thewar iswon.’

“You must kill mefirg, father,” | said.

“You think I wouldn't? he asked harshly, then held his maimed hand up to me. | clasped it briefly,
then watched as he led his horse down the dope.

Issagreeted my return with aquizzical look. ‘We won the battle of words;” | said grimly.
‘That'sagart, Lord,” hesaid lightly.

‘But they’ll finishiit,’ | said softly and turned to watch the enemy kings going back to their men. The
drums besat on. The last of the Saxons had finally been mustered into the dense mass of men that would
climb to our daughter, but unless Guinevere really was a Goddess of war, | did not know how we could
beat them.

The Saxon advance was clumsy at first, because the hedges about the small fields at the foot of the hill
broketheir careful dignment. The sun was sinking in thewest for it had taken al day for this attack to be
prepared, but now it was coming and we could hear the rams horns blaring their raucous chdlenge as
the enemy spearmen broke through the hedges and crossed the smdll fields.

My men began singing. We always sang before battle, and on this day, as before dl the grestest of our
battles, we sang the War Song of Beli Mawr. How that terrible hymn can move aman! It speaks of
killing, of blood in the whest, of bodies broken to the bone and of enemies driven like cattle to the
daughter-pen. It tels of Beli Mawr’ s boots crushing mountains and boasts of the widows made by his
sword. Each verse of the song endsin atriumphant howl, and | could not help but weep for the defiance
of thesngers.

| had dismounted and taken my placein the front rank, close to Bors who stood beneath our twin
banners. My cheekpieces were closed, my shield wastight on my left arm and my war spear was heavy
inmy right. All around me the strong voices swelled, but | did not sing because my heart wastoo full of
foreboding. | knew what was about to happen. For atime we would fight in the shield wall, but then the
Saxons would break through the flimsy thorn barricades on both our flanks and their spears would come
from behind and we would be cut down man by man and the enemy would taunt our dying. Thelast of us
to die would see the first of our women being raped, yet there was nothing we could do to stop it and o
those spearmen sang and some men danced the sword dance on the rampart’ s top where there was no
thorn barricade. We had |eft the centre of the rampart clear of thornsin the thin hope that it might tempt
the enemy to come to our spearsrather than try to outflank us.



The Saxons crossed the last hedge and began their long climb up the empty dope. Their best men
werein thefront rank and | saw how tight their shields were locked, how thick their spears were ranked
and how brightly their axes shone. There was no Sign of Lancelot’'s men; it seemed this daughter would
be | eft to the Saxons done. Wizards preceded them, rams horns urged them on, and above them hung
the bloody skulls of their kings. Somein the front rank held leashed war-dogs that would be loosed afew
yards short of our line. My father wasin that front rank while Cerdic was on a horse behind the Saxon
mass.

They came very dowly. The hill was steep, their armour heavy, and they felt no need to rush into this
daughter. They knew it would be a grim business, however short-lived. They would comeina
shield-locked wall, and once at the rampart our shields would clash and then they would try to push us
backwards. Their axes would flash over our shield rims, their spears would thrust and jab and gore.
Therewould be grunts and howls and shrieks, and men wailing and men dying, but the enemy had the
greater number of men and eventudly they would outflank us and so my wolftailswould die.

But now my wolftails sang as they tried to drown the harsh sound of the horns and the incessant beat
of thetree drums. The Saxons laboured closer. We could see the devices on their round shields now;
wolf masksfor Cerdic’smen, bullsfor Adl€e's, and in between were the shidds of their warlords. hawks
and eagles and a prancing horse. The dogs Strained at their leashes, eager to tear holesin our wall. The
wizards shrieked at us. One of them rattled a cluster of rib bones, while another scrabbled on al fours
like adog and howled his curses.

| waited at the southern angle of the summit’ s rampart which jutted like the prow of aboat above the
valey. It was here in the centre that the first Saxonswould strike. | had toyed with the idea of |etting them
come and then, at the very last moment, pulling back fast to make a shield-ring about our women. Y et by
retreating | ceded theflat hilltop as my battlefield and gave up the advantage of the higher ground. Better
to let my men kill as many of the enemy asthey could before we were overwhel med.

| tried not to think of Ceinwyn. | had not kissed her farewell, or my daughters, and maybe they would
live. Maybe, amidst the horror, some spearman of Aelle swould recognize the little ring and take them
safeto hisKing.

My men began to clash their spear shafts againgt their shields. They had no need to lock their shidlds
yet. That could wait till the last moment. The Saxons looked uphill as the noise battered their ears. None
of them raced ahead to throw a spear - the hill was too steep for that - but one of their war-dogs broke
itsleash and came loping fast up the grass. Eirrlyn, who was one of my two huntsmen, pierced it with an
arrow and the dog began to yelp and run in circles with the shaft sticking from its belly. Both huntsmen
began shooting at other dogs and the Saxons hauled the beasts back behind the protection of their
shields. The wizards scampered away to the flanks, knowing that the battle was about to begin. A
huntsman’ s arrow smacked into a Saxon shield, then another glanced off” ahemet. Not long now. A
hundred paces. | licked my dry lips, blinked swest from my eyes and stared down &t the fierce bearded
faces. The enemy was shouting, yet | do not remember hearing the sound of their voices. | just remember
the sound of their horns, the besat of their drums, the thump of their boots on the grass, the clink of
scabbards on armour and the clash of shields touching.

‘Makeway!” Guinevere svoice sounded behind us, and it was full of enjoyment. ‘Makeway!” she
cdled agan.

| turned and saw her twenty men were pushing two of the food wagons towards the ramparts. The
ox-wagonswere grest clumsy vehicleswith solid wooden discs for wheds, and Guinevere had
augmented their sheer weight with two further weapons. She had stripped the pole shafts from the front
of the wagons and wedged spearsin their place, while the wagon beds, instead of holding food, now



carried blazing fires of thorn brush. She had turned the wagonsinto amassive pair of flaming misslesthat
she planned to roll down the hill into the enemy’ s packed ranks, and behind her wagons, eager to seethe
chaos, came an excited crowd of women and children.

‘Move!” | caled to my men, ‘movel’ They ceased Singing and hurried apart, leaving the whole centre
of the ramparts undefended. The Saxons were now only seventy or eighty paces away and, seeing our
shieddd wall break apart, they scented victory and quickened their pace.

Guinevere shouted at her men to hurry and more spearmen ran to put their weight behind the smoking
wagons. ‘Go!” shecaled, ‘go!” and they grunted as they shoved and tugged and as the wagons began to
roll faster. *Go! Go! Go!’ Guinevere screamed at them, and still more men packed in behind the wagons
to force the cumbersome vehicles up across the banked earth of the ancient rampart. For a heartbest |
thought that low earth bank would defeat us, for both the wagons dowed to a hdt there and their thick
smoke wreathed about our choking men, but Guinevere shouted at the spearmen again and they gritted
their teeth to make one last greet effort to heave the wagons over the turf wall.

‘Push!” Guinevere screamed, ‘ push!” The wagons hesitated on the rampart, then began to tip forward
as men shoved from benegath. ‘Now!” Guinevere shouted and suddenly there was nothing to hold the
wagons, just a steep grass dopein front and an enemy benesth. The men who had been pushing redled
away exhausted as the two flaming vehicles began to roll downhill.

The wagonswent dowly at first, but then quickened and began to bounce on the uneven turf so that
flaming branches were flung over the burning wagon sides. The dope steepened, and the two grest
missileswere hurtling now; massve weights of timber and fire that thundered down onto the appalled
Saxon formation.

The Saxons had no chance. Their ranks were too tight packed for men to escape the wagons, and the
wagonswerewell aimed for they were rumbling in smoke and flame towards the very heart of the enemy
attack.

‘Closeup!’ | shouted at my men, ‘makethewal! Make thewall’

We hurried back into position just as the wagons struck. The enemy’ sline had stalled and some men
weretrying to break away, but there was no escape for those in the direct path of the wagons. | heard a
scream as the long spearsfixed to the wagons' fronts drove into the mass of men, then one of the wagons
reared up asitsfront wheels bounced on fallen bodies, yet till it drove on, smashing and burning and
breaking meninitspath. A shield brokein two asawhed crushed it. The second wagon veered asit
struck the Saxon line. For a heartbesat it was poised on two whedls, then it tumbled onto itssdeto spill a
wash of fire down into the Saxon ranks. Where there had been asolid, disciplined mass, there was now
only chaos, fear and panic. Even where the ranks had not been struck by the wagons there was chaos,
for the impact of the two vehicles had caused the careful ranks to shudder and break.

‘Chargethem!’ | shouted. ‘Come on!”’

| screamed awar shout as | jumped from the rampart. | had not meant to follow the wagons down the
hill, but the destruction they had caused was so great, and the enemy’ s horror so evident, that now was
the time to add to that horror.

We screamed as we ran down the hill. It was ascream of victory, caculated to put terror into an
enemy aready haf beaten. The Saxons still outnumbered us, but their shield wall was broken, they were
winded, and we came like avenging furiesfrom the heights. | left my spear inaman’ sbelly, whipped
Hywelbane free of her scabbard, and laid about me like aman dashing a hay. Thereisno caculationin
such afight, no tactics, just asoaring delight in dominating an enemy, in killing, in seeing the fear intheir



eyes and watching their rearward ranks running away. | was making amad keening noise, loving the
daughter, and beside me my wolftails hacked and stabbed and jeered at an enemy that should have been
dancing on our corpses.

They till could have beaten us, for their numbers were so greet, but it ishard to fight in abroken
shield wall going uphill and our sudden attack had broken their spirits. Too many of the Saxonswere dso
drunk. A drunken man fightswell in victory, but in defeat he panics quickly, and though Cerdic tried to
hold them to the battle, his spearmen panicked and ran. Some of my youngsters were tempted to follow
further down the hill, and a handful yielded to the temptation and went too far and so paid for their
temerity, but | shouted at the othersto stay where they were. Most of the enemy escaped, but we had
won, and to prove it we stood in the blood of Saxons and our hillside was thick with their dead, their
wounded and their weagpons. The overturned wagon burned on the dope, atrapped Saxon screaming
benegth itsweight, while the other till rumbled on until it thumped into the hedge a thefoot of the hill.

Some of our women came down to plunder the dead and kill the wounded. Neither Aelle nor Cerdic
were among those Saxons |eft on the hill, but there was one great chief who was hung with gold and
wore asword with agold-decorated hilt in ascabbard of soft black |eather criss-crossed with slver; |
took the belt and sword from the dead man and carried them up to Guinevere. | knelt to her, something |
had never done. ‘It was your victory, Lady,’ | said, ‘dl yours.” | offered her the sword.

She strapped it on, then lifted me up. ‘ Thank you, Derfdl,” she said.
‘It sagood sword,’ | said.

‘I"'m not thanking you for the sword,” Guinevere said, ‘but for trusting me. | dways knew | could
fight.

‘Better than me, Lady,’ | said ruefully. Why had | not thought to use the wagons?

‘Better than them!” Guinevere said, indicating the beaten Saxons. She amiled.  And tomorrow we shdl
doit al over again.’

The Saxons did not return that evening. It was alovely twilight, soft and glowing. My sentries paced
the wall asthe Saxon fires brightened in the spreading shadows below. We ate, and after the medl |
talked with Issa swife, Scarach, and she recruited other women and between them they found some
needles, knives and thread. | had given them some cloaksthat | had taken from the Saxon dead and the
women worked through the dusk, then on into the night by the light of our fires.

So that next morning, when Guinevere awoke, there were three banners on Mynydd Baddon's
southern rampart. There was Arthur’ s bear and Ceinwyn’s star, but in the middle, in the place of honour
as befitted avictorious warlord, there was aflag showing Guinevere s badge of amoon-crowned stag.
The dawn wind lifted it, she saw the badge and | saw her smile.

While beneath us the Saxons gathered their spears again.

T he drums began a dawn and within an hour five wizards had appeared on Mynydd Baddon' s lower
dopes. Today, it seemed, Cerdic and Adlle were determined to exact revenge for their humiliation.

Ravenstore at more than fifty Saxon corpsesthat still 1ay on the dope close to the charred remnants of
the wagon, and some of my men wanted to drag those dead to the parapet and there make ahorrid array



of bodiesto greet the new Saxon assault, but | forbadeit. Soon, | reckoned, our own corpses would be
at the Saxons disposd and if we defiled their dead then we would be denied in turn.

It soon became clear that thistime the Saxons would not risk one assault that could be turned to chaos
by atumbling wagon. Instead they were preparing a score of columnsthat would climb the hill from the
south, the east and the west. Each group of attackers would only number seventy or eighty men, but
together the small attacks must overwhelm us. We could perhaps fight off three or four of the columns,
but the others would easily get past the ramparts and so there wasllittle to do except pray, sing, eat and,
for those who needed to, drink. We promised each other agood death, meaning that we would fight to
the finish and sing aslong aswe could, but | think we al knew the end would not be a song of defiance,
but awelter of humiliation, pain and terror. It would be even worse for the women. ‘ Should | surrender?
| asked Ceinwyn.

Shelooked startled. ‘It isn't for meto say.’
‘| have done nothing without your advice,” | told her.

‘Inwar, shesaid, ‘1 have no adviceto give you, except maybe to ask what will happen to the women
if you don’t surrender.’

‘They’ Il be raped, endaved, or € se given aswivesto men who need wives!’
‘And if you do surrender?
‘Much thesame,” | admitted. Only the rape would be less urgent.

She smiled. * Then you don’t need my advice after al. Go and fight, Derfdl, and if | don’t see you till
the Otherworld, then know that you crossthe bridge of swordswith my love’

| embraced her, then kissed my daughters, and went back to the jutting prow of the southern rampart
to watch the Saxons start up the hill. This attack was not taking nearly so long asthefirst, for that had
needed a mass of men to be organized and encouraged, while today the enemy needed no motivation.
They camefor revenge and they camein such smal partiesthat even if we had rolled awagon down the
hill they could easily have evaded it. They did not hurry, but they had no need for haste.

| had divided my men into ten bands, each responsible for two of the Saxon columns, but | doubted
that even the best of my spearmen would stand for more than three or four minutes. Mogt likely, |
thought, my men would run back to protect their women as soon as the enemy threatened to outflank
them and the fight would then collgpse into a miserable one-sided daughter around our makeshift hut and
its surrounding campfires. So beit, | thought, and | walked among my men and thanked them for their
services and encouraged them to kill as many Saxons asthey could. | reminded them that the enemies
they dew in battle would be their servantsin the Otherworld, *so kill them,” | said, *and let their survivors
recdl thisfight with horror.” Some of them began to sing the Death Song of Werlinna, adow and
melancholy tune that was chanted about the funerd fires of warriors. | sang with them, watching the
Saxons climb nearer, and because | was singing, and because my helmet clasped metight about the ears,
| did not hear Nidl of the Blackshidds hail mefrom the hill’ sfarther rim.

It wasnot till | heard the women cheering that | turned. | till saw nothing unusual, but then, above the
sound of the Saxon drums, | heard the shrill, high note of ahorn.

| had heard that horn-cal before. | had first heard it when | was anew young spearman and Arthur
had ridden to save my life, and now he came again.



He had come on horseback with hismen, and Nidl had shouted at me when those heavily armoured
horsemen had swept through the Saxons on the hill beyond the saddle and galloped on down the dope.
The women on Mynydd Baddon were running to the ramparts to watch him, for Arthur did not ride up to
the summit, but led his men around the upper dope of the hill. He wasin his polished scale armour and
wore his gold-encrusted helmet and carried his shield of hammered slver. His great war banner was
unfurled, itsblack bear streaming stark on alinen field that was as white asthe goose feathersin Arthur’'s
helm. Hiswhite cloak billowed from his shoulders and a pennant of white ribbon was tied about the base
of his spear’ slong blade. Every Saxon on Mynydd Baddon'slower dopes knew who he was and knew
what those heavy horses could do to their smal columns. Arthur had only brought forty men, for most of
his big warhorses had been stolen by Lancelot in the previous year, but forty heavily armoured men on
forty horses could tear infantry into horror.

Arthur reined in benesth the southern angle of the ramparts. Thewind was small, so that Guinevere's
banner was not visible except as an unrecognizable flag hanging from its makeshift staff. He looked for
me, and findly recognized my helmet and armour. ‘I have two hundred spearmen amile or so behind!’ he
shouted up a me,

‘Good, Lord!" | called back, ‘and welcome!”

“We can hold till the spearmen come!’ he shouted, then he waved his men on. He did not go down the
hill, but kept riding around Mynydd Baddon’ s upper dopes as though daring the Saxonsto climb and
chdlengehim.

But the sight of those horses was enough to check them because no Saxon wanted to be thefirst to
climb into the path of those galloping spears. If the enemy had come all together they could easily have
overwhemed Arthur’ s men, but the curve of the hill meant that most of the Saxonswere invisible to each
other, and each group must have hoped that another would dare to attack the horsemen first, and thus
they dl hung back. Oncein awhile aband of braver men would clamber upwards, but whenever
Arthur’ s horsemen came back into view they would edge nervoudy down the hill. Cerdic himsdf cameto
rally the men immediately below the southern angle, but when Arthur’ s men turned to face those Saxons
they faltered. They had expected an easy battle against asmall number of spearmen, and were not ready
to face cavary. Not uphill, and not Arthur’ s cavary. Other horse-warriors might not have scared them,
but they knew the meaning of that white cloak and of the goose-feathered plume and of the shield that
shone like the very sun. It meant that desth had come to them, and nonewaswilling to climb toiit.

A hdf-hour later Arthur’ sinfantry came to the saddle. The Saxonswho had held the hill north of the
saddle fled from the arrival of our reinforcements, and those tired spearmen climbed to our rampartswith
our cheers deafening them. The Saxons heard the cheers and saw the new spears showing above the
ancient wall, and that finished their ambitions for the day. The columnswent, and Mynydd Baddon was
safe for one more turn of the sun.

Arthur pulled off hishelmet as he spurred atired LIamre up to our banners. A breath of wind gusted
and he looked up and saw Guinevere' s moon-crowned stag flying beside his own bear, but the broad
smile on hisface did not change. Nor did he say anything about the banner as he did from Llamre’s
back. He must have known that Guinevere was with me, for Balin had seen her at Aquae Sulisand the
two men whom | had sent with messages could have told him, but he pretended to know nothing.
Instead, just asin the old days, and asif no coolness had ever come between us, he embraced me.

All hismdancholy had fled. Therewaslifein hisface again, averve that spread amongst my men who
clustered about him to hear his news, though first he demanded news from us. He had ridden among the
dead Saxons on the dope and he wanted to know how and when they had died. My men forgivably
exaggerated the number who had attacked the previous day, and Arthur laughed when he heard how we



had pushed two flaming wagons down the dope. ‘Well done, Derfel,” he said, “well done.’

‘Itwasn't me, Lord,” | said, ‘but her.” | jerked my head towards Guinevere' sflag. ‘1t wasall her
doing, Lord. | wasready to die, but she had other idess.’

‘Shedwaysdid,” he said softly, but asked nothing more. Guinevere herself was not in sight, and he did
not ask where she was. He did see Bors and ingsted on embracing him and hearing his news, and only
then did he climb onto the turf wall and stare down at the Saxon encampments. He stood there along
time, showing himself to adispirited enemy, but after awhile he beckoned for Borsand meto join him. ‘I
never planned to fight them here,” he said to us, *but it'sas good aplace as any. In fact it’ s better than
most. Arethey dl here? he asked Bors.

Bors had again been drinking in anticipation of the Saxon attack, but he did his best to sound sober.
‘All, Lord. Except maybe the Caer Ambra garrison. They were supposed to be chasing Culhwch.” Bors
jerked his beard towards the eastern hill where till more Saxons were coming down to join the
encampment. ‘Maybe that’ s them, Lord? Or perhapsthey’re just foraging parties?

‘The Caer Ambragarrison never found Culhweh,” Arthur said, ‘for | had a message from him
yesterday. He snot far away, and Cuneglasian’t far off either. In two dayswe |l have five hundred more
men here and then they’ [l only outnumber us by two to one.” He laughed. *Well done, Derfe !’

‘Well done? | asked in some surprise. | had expected Arthur’ s disapprova for having been trapped
so far from Corinium.

‘We had to fight them somewhere,” he said, ‘and you chose the place. | like it. We ve got the high
ground.” He spoke loudly, wanting his confidence to spread amongst my men. ‘1 would have been here
sooner,” he added to me, *only | wasn't certain Cerdic had swallowed the bait.’

‘Bait, Lord? | was confused.

“You, Derfd, you.” Helaughed and jumped down from the rampart. ‘War isall accident, isn't it? And
by accident you found a place we can beat them.’

“Y ou mean they’ll wear themselves out climbing the hill? | asked.

‘“They won't be so foolish,” he said cheerfully. *No, | fear we shdl have to go down and fight themin
thevdley.’

‘Withwhat? | asked hitterly, for even with Cuneglas stroops we would be terribly outhumbered.

‘With every man we have,’ Arthur said confidently. * But no women, | think. It’stime we moved your
families somewhere safer.’

Our women and children did not go far; there was avillage an hour to the north and most found shelter
there. Even asthey left Mynydd Baddon, more of Arthur’ s spearmen arrived from the north. These were
the men Arthur had been gathering near Corinium and they were among the best in Britain. Sagramor
came with his hardened warriors and, like Arthur, he went to the high southern angle of Mynydd Baddon
from where he could stare down at the enemy and so that they could look up and see hislean,
black-armoured figure on their skyline. A rare smile cameto hisface. ‘ Over-confidence makes them into
fools’ hesaid scornfully. * They’ ve trapped themsdlvesin the low ground and they won't move now.’

‘They won't?

‘Once a Saxon builds ashelter he doesn't like being marched again. I’ take Cerdic aweek or more



to dig them out of that valey.” The Saxons and their families had indeed made themsalves comfortable,
and by now theriver valley resembled two straggling villages of small thatched huts. One of those two
villages was close by Aquae Sulis, while the other was two miles east where the river valley turned sharp
south. Cerdic’'s men were in those eastern huts, while Adll€ s spearmen were either quartered in the town
or in the newly built shelters outside. | had been surprised that the Saxons had used the town for shelter
rather than just burning it, but in every dawn a straggling procession of men came from the gates, leaving
behind the homely sight of cooking smoke rising from Aquae Sulis sthatched and tiled roofs. Theinitid
Saxon invasion had been swift, but now their impetus was gone. * And why have they split their army into
two? Sagramor asked me, staring increduloudy at the great gap between Adle s encampment and
Cerdic’shuts.

‘Toleaveusonly oneplaceto go,’ | sad, ‘ sraight down there,” | pointed into the valey, ‘wherewe'll
be trapped between them.’

‘ And where we can keep them divided,” Sagramor pointed out happily, ‘and in afew daysthey’ll have
disease down there.” Disease dways seemed to spread whenever an army settled in one place. It had
been just such aplague that had stopped Cerdic’ slast invasion of Dumnonia, and afiercely contagious
sickness that had weakened our own army when we had marched on London.

| feared that such a disease might weaken us now, but for some reason we were spared, perhaps
because our numberswere still small or perhaps becauise Arthur scattered his army along the three miles
of high crestline that ran behind Mynydd Baddon. | and my men stayed on the mount, but the newly
arrived spearmen held the line of northern hills. For thefirgt two days after Arthur’ sarrival the enemy
could gtill have captured those hills because their summits were thinly garrisoned, but Arthur’ s horsemen
were continualy on show and Arthur kept his spearmen moving among the crest’ strees to suggest that
his numbers were greater than they really were. The Saxons watched, but made no attack, and then, on
thethird day after Arthur’ sarrival, Cuneglas and his men arrived from Powys and we were able to
garrison the whole long crest with strong picquets who could summon help if any Saxon attack did
threaten. We were still heavily outhumbered, but we held the high ground and now had the spearsto
defend it.

The Saxons should have left the valley. They could have marched to the Severn and laid Siege to
Glevum and we would have been forced to abandon our high ground and follow them but Sagramor was
right; men who have made themselves comfortable are reluctant to move and so Cerdic and Adlle
subbornly stayed in theriver valey where they believed they werelaying Segeto uswhen in truth we
were besieging them. They findly did make some attacks up the hills but none of those assaultswere
pressed home. The Saxons would swarm up the hills but when a shield line appeared at the ridge top
ready to oppose them and atroop of Arthur’s heavy horsemen showed on their flank with levelled spears
their ardour would fade and they would sidle back to their villages and each Saxon failure only increased
our confidence.

That confidence was so high that, after Cuneglas sarmy arrived, Arthur felt ableto leave us. | was
astonished at firdt, for he offered no explanation other than he had an important errand that lay aday’s
long ride northwards. | suppose my astonishment must have showed, for helaid an arm on my shoulders.
‘We haven't won yet,” hetold me.

‘| know, Lord.’



‘But when we do, Derfd, | want this victory to be overwheming. No other ambition would take me
away from here’ He amiled. ‘ Trust me?

‘Of course, Lord.’

He left Cuneglasin command of our army, but with strict orders that we were to make no attacksinto
the valey. The Saxonswereto be left imagining that they had us cornered, and to help that deception a
handful of volunteers pretended to be deserters and ran to the Saxon camps with news that our men
were in such low spirits that some were running away rather than face afight, and that our leaderswerein
furious dispute over whether to stay and face a Saxon attack or run north to beg for shelter in Gwent.

‘I'm ill not sure | seeaway to end this;” Cuneglas admitted to me on the day after Arthur had |ft.
‘WEe re strong enough to keep them from the high ground,” he went on, * but not strong enough to go
down into the valey and beat them.’

‘So maybe Arthur’ s goneto fetch help, Lord King? | suggested.
‘What help? Cuneglas asked.

‘Culhwch perhaps? | said, though that was unlikely because Culhwch was said to be east of the
Saxons, and Arthur was riding north. * Oengus mac Airem? | offered. The King of Demetiahad
promised his Blackshield army, but those Irishmen had till not come.

‘Oengus, maybe,” Cuneglas agreed, ‘ but even with the Black-shields we won't have enough men to
beat those bastards.” He nodded down into the valley. “We need Gwent’ s spearmen to do that.’

‘And Meurigwon’'t march,’ | said.

‘Meurig won't march,” Cuneglas agreed, ‘ but there are some men in Gwent who will. They il
remember Lugg Vae.” He offered me awry smile, for on that occasion Cuneglas had been our enemy
and the men of Gwent, who were our dlies, had feared to march against the army led by Cuneglas's
father. Some in Gwent were still ashamed of that failure, a shame made worse because Arthur had won
without their help, and | supposed it possiblethat, if Meurig permitted it, Arthur might lead some of those
volunteers south to Aquae Sulis; but | till did not see how he could collect enough men to let us go down
into that nest of Saxons and daughter them.

‘Perhaps,’ Guinevere suggested, ‘ he' sgoneto find Merlin?

Guinevere had refused to leave with the other women and children, ingsting that she would seethe
battle through to defeat or victory. | thought Arthur might ingst that sheleft, but whenever Arthur had
cometo the hilltop Guinevere had hidden hersdlf, usually in the crude hut we had made on the plateau,
and it was only after Arthur left that she regppeared. Arthur surely knew that she had remained on
Mynydd Baddon, for he had watched our women leave with a careful eye and he must have seen she
was not among them, but he had said nothing. Nor, when Guinevere emerged, did she mention Arthur,
though she did smile whenever she saw that he had alowed her banner to remain on the ramparts. | had
originaly encouraged her to leave the mount, but she had scorned my suggestion and none of my men
had wanted her to go. They ascribed their survival to Guinevere, and rightly too, and their reward wasto
equip her for battle. They had taken afine mail shirt from arich Saxon corpse and, once the blood was
scrubbed from the mail’ slinks, they had presented it to Guinevere, they had painted her symbol on a
captured shield, and one of my men had even yielded his own prized wolftail helmet, so that she was now
dressed like the rest of my spearmen, though being Guinevere she managed to make the wargear ook
disturbingly seductive. She had become our talisman, aheroineto al my men.



‘No oneknowswhereMerlinis;’ | said, responding to her suggestion.
‘Therewas arumour hewasin Demetia,” Cuneglas said, ' o maybe he'll come with Oengus?
‘But your Druid has come? Guinevere asked Cuneglas.

‘Mdaineishere, Cuneglas confirmed, ‘and he can curse well enough. Not like Merlin, perhaps, but
wel enough.’

‘What about Taliesn? Guinevere asked.

Cuneglas showed no surprise that she had heard of the young bard, for clearly Tdiesin’sfame was
spreading swiftly. ‘He went to seek Merlin,” he said.

‘Andishetruly good? Guinevere asked.
‘Truly,” Cuneglas said. ‘He can sing eagles from the sky and salmon from their pools.’

‘| pray we shall hear him soon,” Guinevere said, and indeed those strange days on that sunny hilltop
did seem more suited to singing than to fighting. The spring had become fine, summer was not far off, and
we lazed on the warm grass and watched our enemies who seemed struck by a sudden helplessness.
They atempted their few futile attacks on the hills, but made no redl effort to leave the valley. We later
heard they were arguing. Aelle had wanted to combine al the Saxon spearmen and strike north into the
hills, so splitting our army into two parts that could be destroyed separately, but Cerdic preferred to wait
until our food ran short and our confidence ebbed, though that was avain hope for we had plenty of food
and our confidence was increasing every day. It was the Saxons who went hungry, for Arthur’ s light
horsemen harried their foraging parties, and it was Saxon confidence that waned, for after aweek we
saw mounds of fresh earth gppear on the meadows by their huts and we knew that the enemy were
digging gravesfor their dead. The disease that turns the bowelsto liquid and robs aman of his strength
had come to the enemy, and the Saxons weakened every day. Saxon women staked fish trapsin the
river to find food for their children, Saxon men dug graves, and we lay in the high sun and talked of
bards.

Arthur returned the day after the first Saxon graves were dug. He spurred his horse across the saddle
and up Mynydd Baddon’ s steep northern dope, prompting Guinevereto pull on her new helmet and
squat among agroup of my men. Her red hair flaunted itsalf under the hemet’ srim like abanner, but
Arthur pretended not to notice. | had walked to meet him and, hafway acrossthe hill’ s summit, |
stopped and stared a him in astonishment.

Hisshidld was acircle of willow boards covered in legther, and over the lesther was hammered athin
sheet of polished slver that shone with the reflected sunlight, but now there was anew symbol on his
shield. It wasthe cross, ared cross, made from cloth strips that had been gummed onto the silver. The
Chrigtian cross. He saw my astonishment and grinned. ‘ Do you likeit, Derfel ?

“Y ou've become a Chrigtian, Lord? | sounded appalled.

‘We'vedl become Chrigtians,” he said, ‘you aswell. Heat a spear blade and burn the crossinto your
shidds’

| spat to avert evil. *Y ou want usto do what, Lord?

“You heard me, Derfd,” he said, then did off Llamrei’ s back and walked to the southern ramparts
from where he could stare down at the enemy. ‘ They're dtill here,” he said, ‘good.’



Cuneglas had joined me and overheard Arthur’ s previouswords. * Y ou want us to put a cross on our
shidds? he asked.

‘I can demand nothing of you, Lord King,” Arthur said, ‘but if you would place a cross on your shield,
and on your men'sshidds, | would be grateful.”

‘Why? Cuneglas demanded fiercely. He was famous for his opposition to the new religion.

‘Because,” Arthur said, still gazing down at the enemy, ‘the crossis the price we pay for Gwent’s
amy.

Cuneglas gared at Arthur asthough he hardly dared believe hisears.
‘Meurigiscoming? | asked.
‘No,” Arthur said, turning to us, ‘not Meurig. King Tewdric iscoming. Good Tewdric.’

Tewdric was Meurig' sfather, the king who had given up his throne to become amonk, and Arthur
had ridden to Gwent to plead with the old man. ‘| knew it was possible,” Arthur told me, ‘ because
Galahad and | have been talking to Tewdric all winter.” At first, Arthur said, the old King had been
reluctant to give up his pious, scrimped life, but other men in Gwent had added their voicesto Arthur and
Gdahad' s pleadings and, after nights spent praying in hissmal chapel, Tewdric had reluctantly declared
he would temporarily take back histhrone and lead Gwent’ s army south. Meurig had fought the decision,
which herightly saw as areproof and ahumiliation, but Gwent’s army had supported their old King and
S0 now they were marching south. ‘ Therewasaprice,’ Arthur admitted. ‘1 had to bow my kneeto their
God and promise to ascribe victory to Him, but I’ [l ascribe victory to any God Tewdric wants so long as
he brings his spearmen.’

‘And the rest of the price? Cuneglas asked shrewdly.
Arthur made awry face. ‘ They want you to let Meurig' s missionaries into Powys!’
‘Just that? Cuneglas asked.

‘I might have given theimpression,” Arthur admitted, ‘that you would welcome them. I’'m sorry, Lord
King. The demand was only sprung on me two days ago, and it was Meurig’ sidea, and Meurig' sface
hasto be saved.” Cuneglas grimaced. He had done his best to keep Chrigtianity from his kingdom,
reckoning that Powys did not need the acrimony that aways followed the new faith, but he made no
protest to Arthur. Better Chrigtiansin Powys, he must have decided, than Saxons.

‘Isthat all you promised Tewdric, Lord? | asked Arthur suspicioudly. | was remembering Meurig's
demand to be given Dumnonia sthrone and Arthur’ slonging to berid of that responsbility.

‘These treaties dways have afew detailsthat aren’t worth bothering about,” Arthur responded airily,
‘but | did promiseto release Sansum. Heis now the Bishop of Dumnonial And aroya counsdlor again.
Tewdricinssted onit. Every time | knock our good Bishop down he bobs up again.” He laughed.

‘Isthat al you promised, Lord? | asked again, till suspicious.

‘1 promised enough, Derfd, to make sure Gwent marchesto our aid,” Arthur said firmly, ‘and they
have undertaken to be here in two dayswith six hundred prime spearmen. Even Agricoladecided he
wasn't too old to fight. Y ou remember Agricola, Derfel?

‘Of course | remember him, Lord,” | said. Agricola, Tewdric'sold warlord, might belong in years



now, but hewas still one of Britain’s most famous warriors.

‘They'redl coming from Glevum,” Arthur pointed west to where the Glevum road showed in theriver
vdley, ‘and when they come I'll join him with my men and together we' Il attack Sraight down thevalley.’
He was standing on the rampart from where he stared down into the deep valey, but in hismind he was
not seeing the fields and roads and wind-ruffled crops, nor the stone graves of the Roman cemetery, but
instead he was watching the whole battle unfold before his eyes. * The Saxons will be confused at first,
he went on, ‘ but eventually there' Il be amass of enemy hurrying along that road,” he pointed down to the
Fosse Way immediately beneath Mynydd Baddon, ‘and you, my Lord King,” he bowed to Cuneglas,
‘and you, Derfdl,” hejumped down from the low rampart and poked afinger into my belly, ‘will attack
them on theflank. Straight down the hill and into their shields! We Il link up with you,” he curved his hand
to show how histroops would curl about the northern flank of the Saxons, ‘ and then we'll crush them
agand theriver.

Arthur would come from the west and we would attack from the north. * And they’ Il escape
eastwards,’ | said sourly.

Arthur shook his head. * Culhwceh will march north tomorrow to join Oengus mac Airem’s
Blackshidlds, and they’ re coming down from Corinium right now.” He was delighted with himsdlf, and no
wonder, for if it al worked then we would surround the enemy and afterwards daughter him. But the plan
was not without risk. | guessed that once Tewdric’s men arrived and Oengus s Blackshields joined us
then our numbers would not be much smaller than the Saxons, but Arthur was proposing to divide our
army into three parts and if the Saxons kept their heads they could destroy each part separately. But if
they panicked, and if our attacks came hard and furious, and if they were confused by the noise and dust
and horror, we might just drive them like cattle to the daughter. * Two days,” Arthur said, ‘just two days.
Pray that the Saxonsdon’t hear of it, and pray that they stay wherethey are” He called for Llamrei,
glanced across at the red-haired spearman, then went to join Sagramor on the ridge beyond the saddle.

On the night before battle we al burned crosses onto our shields. It wasasmall priceto pay for
victory, though not, | knew, the full price. That would be paid in blood. ‘I think, Lady,” | told Guinevere
that night, ‘that you had best stay up here tomorrow.’

Sheand | were sharing ahorn of mead. | had found that she liked to talk late in the night and | had
fdlen into the habit of Stting by her fire before | dept. Now she laughed at my suggestion that she should
stay on Mynydd Baddon while we went down to fight. ‘| ways used to think you were adull man,
Derfd, shesaid, ‘dull, unwashed and stolid. Now I’ ve begun to like you, so please don’t make me think
| wasright about you al dong.’

‘Lady,’ | pleaded, ‘the shiddd wall is no place for awoman.’

‘Nor isprison, Derfel. Besides, do you think you can win without me? She was Sitting in the open
mouth of the hut we had made from the wagons and trees. She had been given one whole end of the hut
for her quarters and that night she had invited me to share a supper of scorched beef cut from the flank of
one of the oxen that had hauled the wagons to Mynydd Baddon’ s summit. Our cooking fire was dying
now, sifting smoke towards the bright stars that arched across the world. The sickle moon was low over
the southern hills, outlining the sentrieswho paced our ramparts. ‘| want to seeit through to theend,” she
sad, her eyesbright in the shadows. ‘| haven't enjoyed anything so much in years, Derfd, not in years.”’

‘“What will happen in the valley tomorrow, Lady,’ | said, *will not be enjoyable. It will be bitter work.’

‘I know,” she paused, ‘but your men believe | bring them victory. Will you deny them my presence
when thework is hard?



‘No, Lady,’ | yielded. ‘But stay safe, | beg you.’

She smiled at the vehemence of my words. ‘Isthat aprayer for my surviva, Derfd, or afear that
Arthur will be angry with you if | cometo harm?

| hesitated. ‘| think he might be angry, Lady,’ | admitted.

Guinevere savoured that answer for awhile. *Did he ask about me? shefindly enquired.
‘No,” | said truthfully, ‘not once.’

She stared into the remnants of thefire. ‘Maybe heisin love with Argante,’ she said wigtfully.

‘I doubt he can even stand the sight of her,’ | answered. A week before | would never have been so
frank, but Guinevere and | were much closer now. * She' stoo young for him,” | went on, *and not nearly
clever enough.’

Shelooked up at me, achallengein her fire-glossed eyes. *Clever,” shesaid. ‘1 used to think | was
clever. But you dl think I’'m afool, don't you?

‘No, Lady.’

“You were dwaysabad liar, Derfd. That’swhy you were never acourtier. To be agood courtier you
must liewithasmile” She stared into the fire. She was silent along time, and when she spoke again the
gentle mockery was gone from her voice. Maybe it was the nearness of battle that drove her to alayer of
truth | had never heard from her before. ‘| wasafool,” she said quietly, so quietly | had to lean forward
to hear her over the crackling of the fire and the melody of my men’ssongs. ‘| tell myself now thet it was
akind of madness,” shewent on, ‘but | don’t think it was. It was nothing but ambition.” She went quiet
again, watching the smdl flickering flames. ‘| wanted to be a Caesar’ swife.’

‘Youwere,' | sad.

She shook her head. * Arthur’s no Caesar. He' s not atyrant, but | think | wanted him to be atyrant,
someone like Gorfyddyd.” Gorfyddyd had been Ceinwyn and Cuneglas sfather, abrutal King of Powys,
Arthur’ senemy, and, if rumour wastrue, Guinevere' slover. She must have been thinking about that
rumour, for she suddenly chalenged mewith adirect gaze. ‘Did | ever tell you hetried to rape me?

‘Yes, Lady, | sdid.

‘It wasn't true” She spoke blegkly. ‘He didn't just try, he did rape me. Or | told myself it wasrape.’
Her words were coming in short spasms, asif the truth was avery hard thing to admit. * But maybe it
wasn't rgpe. | wanted gold, honour, position.” She wasfiddling with the hem of her jerkin, stripping small
lengths of linen from the frayed weave. | was embarrassed, but | did not interrupt, because | knew she
wanted to talk. *But | didn’t get them from him. He knew exactly what | wanted, but knew better what
he wanted for himsdlf, and he never intended to pay my price. Instead he betrothed meto Valerin. Do
you know what | was going to do with Vaerin? Her eyes chalenged me again, and thistime the glosson
them was not just fire, but a sheen of tears.

‘No, Lady.’

‘1 was going to make him King of Powys,” she said vengefully. ‘| was going to use Vaerin to revenge
myself on Gorfyddyd. | could have doneit, too, but then | met Arthur.’

‘At Lugg Ve, | sid carefully, ‘I killed Vaerin.



‘l know you did.’
‘And therewas aring on hisfinger, Lady,” | went on, ‘with your badge on it
She stared at me. She knew what ring | meant. * And it had alover’s cross? she asked quietly.

‘Yes, Lady,’ | said, and touched my own lover’ sring, the twin of Ceinwyn’sring. Many folk wore
lovers ringsincised with across, but not many had rings with crosses made from gold taken from the
Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn as Ceinwynand | did.

‘What did you do with thering? Guinevere asked.

‘I threw itintheriver.’

‘Did you tdl anyone?

‘Only Ceinwyn,” | said. ‘And Issaknows,” | added, ‘ because he found the ring and brought it to me.’
‘Andyou didn't tel Arthur?

‘No.’

She amiled. ‘I think you have been a better friend than | ever knew, Derfdl.’

‘To Arthur, Lady. | was protecting him, not you.’

‘| suppose you were, yes.” Shelooked back into thefire. ‘When thisisdl over,” shesaid, ‘I shal try
to give Arthur what he wants.’

“Yoursdf?
My suggestion seemed to surprise her. ‘ Does he want that? she asked.

‘Helovesyou, | said. ‘“He might not ask about you, but he looks for you every time he comes here.
Helooked for you even when you werein Y nys Wydryn. He never talked to me about you, but he
wearied Ceinwyn’'sears’

Guinevere grimaced. ‘ Do you know how cloying love can be, Derfel? | don't want to be worshipped.
| don’t want every whim granted. | want to fedl there’ s something biting back.” She spoke vehemently,
and | opened my mouth to defend Arthur, but she gestured meto silence. ‘| know, Derfd,” shesaid, ‘I
have no right to want anything now. | shal be good, | promiseyou.” She smiled. ‘Do you know why
Arthur isignoring me now?

‘No, Lady.’
‘Because he does not want to face metill he hasvictory.’

| thought she was probably right, but Arthur had shown no overt sign of hisaffection and so | thought
it best to sound anote of warning. ‘Maybe victory will be satisfaction enough for him,’ | said.

Guinevere shook her head. ‘1 know him better than you, Derfdl. | know him so well | can describe him
inoneword.’

| tried to think what that word would be. Brave? Certainly, but that left out al his care and dedication.
| wondered if dedicated was a better word, but that did not describe his restlessness. Good? he was



certainly good, but that plain word obscured the anger that could make him unpredictable. ‘What isthe
word, Lady? | asked.

‘Londy,” Guinevere said, and | remembered that Sagramor in Mithras s cave had used the very same
word. ‘He'slondy,” Guineveresaid, ‘like me So let’ sgive him victory and maybe hewon’t be londly

agan.’
‘The Gods keep you safe, Lady,’ | said.

‘The Goddess, | think,” she said, and saw thelook of horror on my face. Shelaughed. ‘Not ISis,
Derfd, not Isis” It had been Guinevere sworship of Isisthat had led her to Lancelot’ sbed and to
Arthur smisery. ‘| think,” shewent on, ‘that tonight | will pray to Sulis. She seems more appropriate’

‘I'll add my prayersto yours, Lady.’

She held out ahand to check me as| roseto leave. “We re going towin, Derfd,” she said earnestly,
‘we re going to win, and everything will be changed.’

We had said that so often, and nothing ever was. But now, a Mynydd Baddon, we would try again.

We sprang our trap on aday so beautiful that the heart ached. It promised to be along day too, for the
nights were growing ever shorter and the long evening light lingered deep into the shadowed hours.

On the evening before the battle Arthur had withdrawn his own troops from dl aong the hills behind
Mynydd Baddon. He ordered those men to leave their campfires burning so that the Saxons would
believe they were ill in place, then he took them west to join the men of Gwent who were gpproaching
on the Glevum road. Cuneglas swarriors aso |eft the hills, but they came to the summit of Mynydd
Baddon where, with my men, they waited.

Maaine, Powys s chief Druid, went among the spearmen during the night. He digtributed vervain, df
stones and scraps of dried mistletoe. The Christians gathered and prayed together, though | noted how
many accepted the Druid' s gifts. | prayed beside the ramparts, pleading with Mithrasfor agreat victory,
and after that | tried to deep, but Mynydd Baddon was restless with the murmur of voices and the
monotonous sound of stoneson sted.

| had aready sharpened my spear and put a new edge on Hywelbane. | never let a servant sharpen
my weapons before battle, but did it mysdlf and did it as obsessively asal my men. Once | was surethe
weapons were as sharp as| could honethem | lay close to Guinevere s shelter. | wanted to Seep but |
could not shake the fear of standing in ashield wall. | watched for omens, fearing to seean owl, and |
prayed again. | must have dept in the end, but it was afitful dream-racked deep. It had been so long
sncel had fought in ashidd wall, let done broken an enemy’swall.

| woke cold, early and shivering. Dew lay thick. Men were grunting and coughing, pissing and
groaning. The hill stank, for athough we had dug latrines there was no stream to carry the dirt away. ‘ The
smell and sound of men,” Guinevere swry voice spoke from the shadow of her shelter.

‘Did you deep, Lady? | asked.
‘A little.” She crawled out under the low branch that served asroof and door. ‘ It'scold.’
‘It will bewarm soon.’

She crouched beside me, swathed in her cloak. Her hair wastouded and her eyes were puffy from



deep. ‘“What do you think about in baitle? she asked me.
‘Saying dive’ | sad, ‘killing, winning.
‘Isthat mead? she asked, gesturing at the horn in my hand.
‘Water, Lady. Mead dowsaman in battle.’

She took the water from me, splashed some on her eyes and drank the rest. She was nervous, but |
knew | could never persuade her to stay on the hill. *And Arthur,” she asked, ‘what does he think about
in battle?

| smiled. ‘ The peace that followsthefighting, Lady. He believesthat every battle will bethe last.’
‘Yet of battles, she said dreamily, ‘therewill be no end.’

‘Probably never,’ | agreed, ‘but in this battle, Lady, stay closeto me. Very close’

‘Yes, Lord Derfd,” she said mockingly, then dazzled me with asmile. * And thank you, Derfd

Wewerein armour by the time the sun flared behind the eastern hills to touch the scrappy clouds
crimson and throw a deep shadow acrossthe valley of Saxons. The shadow thinned and shrank asthe
sun climbed. Wisps of mist curled from the river, thickening the smoke from the campfires amongst which
the enemy moved with an unusua energy. * Something' s brewing down there,” Cuneglas said to me.

‘Maybe they know we' re coming? | guessed.

‘“Which will makelife harder,” Cuneglas said grimly, though if the Saxons did have wind of our plans,
they showed no evident preparation. No shield wall was formed to face Mynydd Baddon, and no troops
marched west towards the Glevum road. Instead, as the sun rose high enough to burn the mist from the
river banks, it appeared asif they had at last decided to abandon the place atogether and were preparing
to march, though whether they planned to go west, north or south it was hard to tell for their first task
was to collect their wagons, pack-horses, herds and flocks. From our height it looked like an ant’ s nest
kicked into chaos, but gradudly some order emerged. Adl€ s men gathered their baggage just outside
Aquae Sulis s northern gate, while Cerdic' s men organized their march beside their encampment on the
river’sbend. A handful of huts were burning, and doubtless they planned to fire both of their
encampments before they left. The first men to go were atroop of lightly armed horsemen who rode
westwards past Aquae Sulis, taking the Glevum road. ‘ A pity,” Cuneglas said quietly. The horsemen
were scouting the route the Saxons hoped to take, and they were riding straight towards Arthur’s
surprise attack.

Wewaited. We would not go down the hill until Arthur’ sforce waswell within sight, and then we had
to go fast to fill the gap between Adle’ smen and Cerdic’ stroops. Adlle would have to face Arthur’ sfury
while Cerdic would be prevented from helping hisaly by my spearmen and by Cuneglas stroops. We
would amost certainly be outnumbered, but Arthur hoped he could bresk through Adlle smen to bring
histroopsto our aid. | glanced to my left, hoping for asight of Oengus s men on the Fosse Way, but that
distant road was still empty. If the Blackshields did not come, then Cuneglas and | would be stranded
between the two haves of the Saxon army. | looked at my men, noting their nervousness. They could not
seedown into thevaley, for | had ingsted they stay hidden until we launched our flank attack. Some had
their eyes closed, afew Christians kndlt with arms outstretched while other men siroked sharpening
stones along spear blades dready quickened to arazor’s edge. Maaine the Druid was chanting aspell of
protection, Pyrlig was praying and Guinevere was staring a me wide-eyed as though she could tdl from
my expression what was about to happen.



The Saxon scouts had disappeared in the west, but now they suddenly came galloping back. Dust
spurted from their horses' hoofs. Their speed was enough to tell usthat they had seen Arthur and soon, |
thought, that tangled flurry of Saxon preparationswould turninto awall of shields and spears. | gripped
my own spear’ slong ash shaft, closed my eyes and sent aprayer winging up through the blue to
wherever Bd and Mithraswere listening.

‘Look at them!” Cuneglas exclaimed while | was praying, and | opened my eyesto see Arthur’ s attack
filling the western end of the valey. The sun shonein their faces and glinted offhundreds of naked blades
and polished helmets. To the south, beside theriver, Arthur’ s horsemen were spurring ahead to capture
the bridge south of Aquae Suliswhile the troops of Gwent marched in agrest line across the centre of the
valey. Tewdric’s men wore Roman gear; bronze breastplates, red cloaks and thick plumed helmets, so
that from Mynydd Baddon’'s summit they appeared as phaanxes of crimson and gold beneath ahost of
banners that showed, instead of Gwent’ s black bull, red Christian crosses. To the north of them were
Arthur’ s spearmen, led by Sagramor under hisvast black standard that was held on a pole surmounted
by a Saxon skull. To thisday | can close my eyes and see that army advancing, see the wind stirring the
ripple of flags above their steedy lines, see the dust rising from the road behind them and see the growing
crops trampled flat where they had passed.

Whilein front of them was panic and chaos. Saxons ran to find armour, to save their wives, to seek
their chiefsor to rdly in groupsthat dowly joined to make thefirst shield wall close to their encampment
by Aquae Sulis, but it was ascant wal, thin and ill-manned, and | saw a horseman wave it back. To our
left | could seethat Cerdic’s men were quicker in forming their ranks, but they were till more than two
miles from Arthur’ s advancing troops which meant that Adlle’'s men would have to take the brunt of the
attack. Behind that attack, ragged and dark in the distance, our levy was advancing with scythes, axes,
mattocks and clubs.

| saw Adlle€' s banner raised among the graves of the Roman cemetery, and saw his spearmen hurry
back to raly under its bloody skull. The Saxons had already abandoned Aquae Sulis, their western
encampment and the baggage that had been collected outside the city, and maybe they hoped Arthur’s
men would pause to plunder the wagons and pack-horses, but Arthur had seen that danger and so led his
men well to the north of the city’ swall. Gwentian spearmen had garrisoned the bridge, leaving the heavy
horsemen freeto ride up behind that gold and crimson line. Everything seemed to happen so dowly.
From Mynydd Baddon we had an eagle' s view and we could see the last Saxons fleeing over Aquae
Sulis scrumbled wall, we could see Adlle sshidd wall at last hardening and we could see Cerdic’' smen
hurrying along the road to reinforce them and we silently urged Arthur and Tewdric on, wanting them to
crush Adlle smen before Cerdic could join the battle, but it seemed as though the attack had dowed to a
snail’ s pace. Mounted messengers darted between the troops of spearmen, but no one el se seemed to
hurry.

Adl€ sforces had pulled back a haf-mile from Aquae Sulis before forming their line and now they
waited for Arthur’ s attack. Their wizards were capering in the fields between the armies, but | could see
no Druidsin front of Tewdric's men. They marched under their Christian God, and &t last, after
sraightening their shield wall, they closed on the enemy. | expected to see a conference between the lines
astheleaders of the armies exchanged their ritud insults and while the two shidld wallsjudged each
other. | have known shield walls stare at each other for hours while men summoned the courage to
charge, but those Chrigtians of Gwent did not check their pace. There was no meeting of opposing
leaders and no time for the Saxon wizardsto cast their spells, for the Chrigtians Smply lowered their
spears, hefted their oblong shields that were painted with the cross, and marched straight through the
Roman graves and into the enemy’ s shields.

We heard the shidld clash on the hill. It was adull grinding sound, like thunder from under the earth,



and it was the sound of hundreds of shields and spears striking as two great armies smashed head to
head. The men of Gwent were stopped, held by the weight of the Saxons who heaved againgt them, and
| knew men were dying down there. They were being speared, being chopped by axes, being trampled
underfoot. Men were spitting and snarling over their shield rims, and the press of men would be so great
that asword could hardly belifted in the crush.

Then Sagramor’ swarriors struck from the northern flank. The Numidian had plainly hoped to outflank
Aédlle, but the Saxon king had seen the danger and sent some of hisreserve troopsto form aline that
took Sagramor’ s charge on their shields and spears. Again the splintering crash of shield striking shield
sounded, and then, to uswho had the eagl€’ s view, the battle became strangdly still. Two throngs of men
were locked together, and those in the rear were shoving the onesin front and the onesin front were
struggling to loosen their spears and thrust them forward again, and dl the while Cerdic’'s men were
hurrying along the Fosse Way beneath us. Once those men reached the battle they would easily outflank
Sagramor. They could wrap around hisflank and take hisshiddd wall in the rear, and that was why Arthur
had kept uson the hill.

Cerdic must have guessed we were il there. He could see nothing from the valley, for our men were
hidden behind Mynydd Baddon’ slow ramparts, but | saw him gallop his horse to agroup of men and
point them up the dope. It wastime, | reckoned, for usto go, and | looked a Cuneglas. He looked at
me at the same time and offered me asmile. ‘ The Gods be with you, Derfdl.’

‘And you, Lord King." | touched his offered hand, then pressed my pam against my coat of mail to
fed the reassuring lump of Ceinwyn’s brooch benezath.

Cuneglas stepped onto the rampart and turned to face us. ‘I’m not aman for speeches,” he shouted,
‘but there are Saxons down there, and you' re reckoned the best killers of Saxonsin Britain. So come
and proveit! And remember! Once you reach the valey keep the shield wall tight! Keep it tight! Now,
come!’

We cheered aswe spilled over the hill’ srim. Cerdic’'s men, those who had been sent to investigate the
summit, checked, then retreated as more and more of our spearmen appeared above them. We went
down that hill five hundred strong, and we went fast, angling westwards to strike againgt the leading
troops of Cerdic’ s reinforcements.

The ground was tussocky, steep and rough. We did not go down in any order, but raced each other to
reach the bottom, and there, after running through the field of trampled wheat and clambering through
two hedges that were tangling with thorns, we formed our wall. | took the left Sde of the line, Cuneglas
the right, and once we were properly formed and our shields were touching, | shouted at my mento go
forward. A Saxon shidd wall wasforming in thefied in front of us as men hurried from the road to
oppose us. | looked to my right as we advanced and saw what a huge gap there was between us and
Sagramor’s men, agap o big | could not even see hisbanner. | hated the thought of that gap, hated to
think what horror could pour through it and so come behind us, but Arthur had been adamant. Do not
hesitate, he said, do not wait for Sagramor to reach you, but just attack. It must have been Arthur, |
thought, who had persuaded the Chrigtians of Gwent to attack without pause. He was trying to panic the
Saxons by denying them time, and now it was our turn to go fast into battle.

The Saxon wall was makeshift and small, maybe two hundred of Cerdic’'s men who had not expected
to fight here, but who had thought to add their weight to Adll€ srearmost ranks. They were dso nervous.
Wewere just as nervous, but thiswas no time to let fear abrade valour. We had to do what Tewdric's
men had done, we had to charge without stopping to take the enemy off balance, and so | roared awar
shout and quickened my pace. | had drawn Hywelbane and was holding her by the upper blade in my left
hand, |etting the shield hang on itsloops from my forearm. My heavy spear wasin my right hand. The



enemy shuffled together, shield againgt shield, spearslevelled, and some-where from my left agreat
war-dog was released to run at us. | heard the beast howl, then the madness of battle let me forget
everything except the bearded facesin front of me.

A terrible hate wdlls up in battle, a hatred that comes from the dark soul to fill aman with fierce and
bloody anger. Enjoyment, too. | knew that Saxon shield wall would break. | knew it long before |
attacked it. The wall wastoo thin, had been too hurried in the making, and was too nervous, and so |
broke out of our front rank and shouted my hate as | ran a the enerm. At that moment al | wanted to do
waskill. No, | wanted more, | wanted the bards to sing of Derfel Cadarn at Mynydd Baddon. | wanted
men to look at me and say, there isthe warrior who broke the wall at Mynydd Baddon, | wanted the
power that comes from reputation. A dozen men in Britain had that power; Arthur, Sagramor, Culhwch
were among them, and it was a power that superseded all other except for kingship. Ourswasaworld
where swords gave rank, and to shirk the sword was to lose honour, and so | ran ahead, madnessfilling
my soul and exultation giving me aterrible power as| picked my victims. They were two young men,
both smdler than me, both nervous, both with skimpy beards, and both were shrinking away even before
| hit them. They saw aBritish warlord in splendour, and | saw two dead Saxons.

My spear took one in the throat. | abandoned the spear as an axe chopped into my shield, but | had
seen it coming and warded off the blow, then | rammed the shield against the second man and thrust my
shoulder into the shield' sbelly as | snatched Hywelbane with my right hand. | chopped her down and
saw asplinter fly from a Saxon spear shaft, then felt my men pouring in behind me. | whirled Hywelbane
over my head, chopped her down again, screamed again, swung her to the side, and suddenly in front of
me there was nothing but open grass, buttercups, the road and the river meadows beyond. | was through
thewall, and | was screaming my victory. | turned, rammed Hywelbane into the smdl of aman’sback,
twisted her free, saw the blood spill offher tip, and suddenly there were no more enemies. The Saxon
wall had vanished, or rather it had been turned into dead and dying mest that bled onto the grass. |
remember raising shield and spear towards the sun and howling acry of thanksto Mithras.

‘Shieldwall!” | heard Issabellow the order as| celebrated. | stooped to retrieve my spear, then
twisted to see more Saxons hurrying from the eest.

‘Shiddwall!” | echoed Issa s shout. Cuneglas was making his own wall, facing west to guard usfrom
Adl€ srearward men, while | was making our line face towards the east from where Cerdic’ s men were
coming. My men screamed and jeered. They had turned ashield wall into offal and now they wanted
more. Behind me, in the space between Cuneglas s men and my own, afew wounded Saxons till lived,
but three of my men were making short work of them. They cut their throats, for thiswas no time to take
prisoners. Guinevere, | saw, was helping them.

‘Lord, Lord!" That was Eachern shouting from the right-hand end of our short wall, and | looked to
see him pointing at amass of Saxons who were hurrying through the gap between us and theriver. That
gap was wide, but the Saxons were not threstening us, but rather hurrying to support Adlle.

‘Let them be!’ | shouted. | was more worried by the Saxonsin front of us, for they had checked to
form in ranks. They had seen what we had just done and would not let us do it to them and so they
packed themselves four or five ranks deep, then cheered as one of their wizards came prancing out to
curse us. He was one of the mad wizards, for hisface twitched uncontrollably as he spat filth at us. The
Saxons prized such men, thinking they had the ear of the Gods, and their Gods must have blanched as
they heard thisman curse.

‘Shdl I kill him? Guinevere asked me. She wasfingering her bow.

‘| wish you weren't here, Lady,’ | said.



‘A littlelatefor that wish, Defd,” shesad.

‘Let himbe,’ | said. Thewizard's curses were not bothering my men who were shouting at the Saxons
to come and test their blades, but the Saxons were in no mood to advance. They were waiting for
reinforcements, and those were not far behind them. ‘Lord King!” | shouted at Cuneglas. He turned.
‘Can you see Sagramor? | asked him.

‘Not yet.’

Nor could I see Oengus mac Airem whose Blackshields were supposed to pour out of the hillsto take
the Saxons still degper in the flank. | began to fear that we had charged too early, and that we were now
trapped between Adll€ stroops who were recovering from their panic and Cerdic’ s spearmen who were
carefully thickening their shidld wall before they came to overpower us.

Then Eachern shouted again and | 1ooked south to see that the Saxons were now running east instead
of west. Thefields between our wal and the river were scattered with panicked men and for a heartbest
| was too puzzled to make sense of what | saw, and then | heard the noise. A noise like thunder.
Hoofbests.

Arthur’ s horses were big. Sagramor once told me Arthur had captured the horses from Clovis, King
of the Franks, and before Clovis had owned the herd the horses had been bred for the Romans and no
other horsesin Britain matched their Size, and Arthur chose his biggest men to ride them. He had lost
many of the great warhorsesto Lancelot, and | had haf expected to see those huge beasts among the
enemy ranks, but Arthur had scoffed at that fear. He had told me that Lancel ot had captured mostly
brood mares and untrained yearlings only, and it took as many yearsto train ahorseasit didtoteach a
man how to fight with an unwieldy lance from the horse' s back. Lancelot had no such men, but Arthur
did, and now heled them from the northern dope againgt those of Aelle's men who were fighting

Sagramor.

There were only sixty of the big horses, and they weretired for they had first ridden to secure the
bridge to the south and then come to the battle' s opposite flank, but Arthur spurred them into agallop
and drove them hard into the rear of Aelle’ sbattle line. Those rearward men had been heaving forward,
trying to push their forward ranks over Sagramor’ s shield wall, and Arthur’ s appearance was so sudden
that they did not have timeto turn and make ashield wall of their own.

The horses broke their ranks wide open, and as the Saxons scattered, so Sagramor’ s warriors pushed
back the front ranks and suddenly the right wing of Adlle sarmy was broken. Some Saxons ran south,
seeking safety among the rest of Adlle sarmy, but others fled east towards Cerdic and those were the
men we could seein the river meadows.

Arthur and his horsemen rode those fugitives down mercilessy. The cavalrymen used their long
swordsto cut down fleeing men until the river meadow was littered with bodies and strewn with
abandoned shields and swords. | saw Arthur gallop past my line, hiswhite cloak spattered with blood,
Excalibur reddened in hishand and alook of utter joy on his gaunt face. Hygwydd, his servant, carried
the bear banner that now had ared cross marked on itslower corner. Hygwydd, normally the most
taciturn of men, gave me agrin, and then he was pagt, following Arthur back up the hill to wherethe
horses could recover their breath and threaten Cerdic’ sflank. Morfansthe Ugly had died in the initia
attack on Aelle’'smen, but that was Arthur’ sonly loss.

Arthur’ s charge had broken Adll€ sright wing and Sagramor was now leading his men aong the Fosse
Way tojoin his shieldsto mine. We had not yet surrounded Adll€ sarmy, but we had penned him
between the road and river, and Tewdric’ s disciplined Christians were now advancing up that corridor



and killing asthey came. Cerdic was still outsde the trap, and it must have occurred to him to leave Adlle
there and s0 | et his Saxon riva be destroyed, but instead he decided victory was still possible. Win this
day and dl Britain would become Lloegyr.

Cerdic ignored the threst of Arthur’s horses. He must have known that they had struck Aelle' smen
where they were most disordered, and that disciplined spearmen, tight in their wal, would have nothing
to fear from cavalry and so he ordered his men to lock their shields, lower their spears and advance.

‘Tight! Tight!" | shouted, and pushed my way into the front rank where | made sure my shield
overlapped those of my neighbours. The Saxons were shuffling forward, intent on keeping shield against
shidd, their eyes searching our line for aweak spot as the whole mass edged towards us. There were no
wizardsthat | could see, but Cerdic’ s banner wasin the centre of the big formation. | had an impression
of beards and horned helmets, heard a harsh ram’ s horn blowing continualy, and watched the spear and
axe blades. Cerdic himself was somewherein the mass of men, for | could hear hisvoice cdling to his
men. ‘ Shieldstight! Shieldstight!” the King called. Two great war-dogs were loosed at usand | heard
shouts and sensed disorder somewhere to my right as the dogs struck the line. The Saxons must have
seen my shield wall buckle where the dogs had attacked for they suddenly cheered and surged forward.

‘Tight!” | shouted, then hefted my spear over my head. At least three Saxons were looking at me as
they rushed forward. | wasalord, hung with gold, and if they could send my soul to the Otherworld then
they would win renown and wedlth. One of them ran ahead of hisfdlows, intent on glory, his spear amed
at my shield and | guessed he would drop the point at the last moment to take me in the ankle. Then there
was no time for such thought, only for fighting. | rammed my spear a the man’sface, and pushed my
shield forward and down to deflect histhrust. His blade till scored my ankle, razoring through the leather
of my right boot beneath the greave | had taken from Wulfger, but my spear was bloody in hisface and
he was falling backwards by thetime | pulled it back and the next men cameto kill me.

They came just asthe shields of the two lines crashed together with anoise like the sound of colliding
worlds. | could smell Saxons now, the smell of lesther and sweat and ordure, but | could not smell de.
This battle was too early in the morning, the Saxons had been surprised, and they had not had time to
drink themselvesinto courage. Men heaved at my back, crushing me against my shield which pushed
againgt a Saxon’sshidd. | spat at the bearded face, lunged the spear over his shoulder and felt it gripped
by an enemy hand. | let it go and, by giving ahuge push, freed mysdlf just enough to draw Hywelbane. |
hammered the sword down on the man in my front. His helmet was nothing but alesther cap stuffed with
rags and Hywel bane’ s newly sharpened edge went through it to his brain. She stuck there amoment and
| struggled againgt the dead man’ sweight and while | struggled a Saxon swung an axe a my head.

My helmet took the blow. There was a clanging noise that filled the universe and in my head a sudden
darkness shot with stresks of light. My men said later that | wasinsensble for minutes, but | never fell
because the press of bodies kept me upright. | remember nothing, but few men remember much of the
crush of shields. Y ou heave, you curse, you spit and you strike when you can. One of my shield
neighbours said | stumbled after the axe blow and dmost tripped on the bodies of the men | had killed,
but the man behind me grabbed hold of my sword belt and he hauled me upright and my wolftails
pressed around to give me protection. The enemy sensed | was hurt and fought harder, axes dashing at
battered shields and nicked sword blades, but | dowly came out of the daze to find myself in the second
rank and still safe behind the shield' s blessed protection and with Hywelbane still in my hand. My head
hurt, but | was unaware of it, only aware of the need to stab and dash and shout and kill. Issawas
holding the gap the dogs had made, grimly killing the Saxons who had broken into our front rank and so
sedling our linewith their bodies.

Cerdic outnumbered us, but he could not outflank usto the north for the heavy horsemen were there



and he did not want to throw his men uphill againgt their charge, and so he sent men to outflank usto the
south, but Sagramor anticipated him and led his spearmen into that gap. | remember hearing that clash of
shidlds. Blood had filled my right boot so that it squelched whenever | put weight on it, my skull wasa
throbbing thing of pain and my mouth fixed in asnarl. The man who had taken my place in the front rank
would not yield it back to me. ‘ They’regiving, Lord,” he shouted a me, ‘they’re giving!” And sure
enough the enemy’ s pressure was weakening. They were not defeated, just retreating, and suddenly an
enemy shout called them back and they gave alast spear lunge or axe stroke and backed hard awvay. We
did not follow. We were too bloody, too battered and too tired to pursue, and we were obstructed by
the pile of bodiesthat mark thetide' s edge of a spear and shield battle. Somein that pile were dead,
others ftirred in agony and pleaded for death.

Cerdic had pulled his men back to make anew shield wall, one big enough to break through to Adlle's
men, now cut off from safety by Sagramor’ s troops who had filled most of the gap between my men and
theriver. | learned later that Aelle’s men were being pushed back againgt the river by Tewdric's
gpearmen, and Arthur left just enough men to keep those Saxons trapped and sent the rest to reinforce

Sagramor.

My helmet had adent acrossits left Sde and asplit at the base of the dent that went clean through the
iron and the leather liner. When | eased the hdlmet off it tugged at the blood clotting in my hair. | gingerly
felt my scalp, but sensed no splintered bone, only abruise and a pulsing pain. There was aragged wound
on my left forearm, my chest was bruised and my right ankle was till bleeding. Issawas limping, but
claimed it was nothing but agraze. Nidl, the leader of the Blackshields, was dead. A spear had spitted
his breastplate and he lay on his back, the spear jutting skyward, with his open mouth brimming with
blood. Eachern had lost an eye. He padded the open socket with a scrap of rag that he tied round his
scalp, then jammed the helmet over the crude bandage and swore to revenge the eye a hundredfol d.

Arthur rode down from the hill to praise my men. ‘Hold them again!” he shouted to us, ‘ hold them(till
Oengus comes and then we'll finish them for ever!” Mordred rode behind Arthur, his great banner
alongsidethe flag of the bear. Our King carried adrawn sword and his eyes were wide with the
excitement of the day. For two miles along the river bank there was dust and blood, dead and dying, iron
agang flesh.

Tewdric'sgold and scarlet ranks closed around Adl€ s survivors. Those men il fought, and Cerdic
now made another attempt to break through to them. Arthur led Mordred back up to the hill, while we
locked shields again. ‘ They' re eager,” Cuneglas commented as he saw the Saxon ranks advance again.

‘They’renot drunk,” | said, ‘that’swhy.’

Cuneglaswas unhurt and filled with the elation of aman who bdieveshislifeis charmed. He had
fought in the front of the battle, he had killed, and he had not taken a scratch. He had never been famous
asawarior, not like hisfather, and now he believed he was earning his crown. ‘ Take care, Lord King,’
| said as he went back to his men.

‘We' rewinning, DerfelP he called, and hurried away to face the attack.

Thiswould be afar bigger attack than the first Saxon assault, for Cerdic had placed his own
bodyguard at the centre of his new line and those men rel eased huge war-dogs that raced at Sagramor
whose men formed the centre of our line. A heartbest later the Saxon spearmen struck, hacking into the
gaps that the dogs had tornin our line. | heard the shields crash, then had no thought for Sagramor for the
Saxon right wing charged into my men.

Again the shields banged onto one another. Again we lunged with spears or hacked down with



swords, and again we were crushed against each other. The Saxon opposing me had abandoned his
spear and wastrying to work his short knife under my ribs. The knife could not pierce my mail armour
and hewas grunting, shoving, and gritting histeeth as he twisted the blade against theiron rings. | had no
room to bring my right arm down to catch hiswrist and so | hammered his hdmet with Hy welbane's
pommel, and went on hammering until he sank down a my feet and | could step on him. He il tried to
cut me with the knife, but the man behind me speared him, then rammed his shield into my back to force
me on into the enemy. To my left a Saxon hero was smashing left and right with hisaxe, savaging apath
into our wall, but someone tripped him with a spear shaft and a half-dozen men pounced on the fallen
man with swords or spears. He died among the bodies of hisvictims.

Cerdic wasriding up and down behind hisline, shouting at hismen to push and kill. | called to him,
daring him to dismount and come and fight like aman, but he either did not hear me or el seignored the
taunts. Instead he spurred southwards to where Arthur was fighting aongside Sagramor. Arthur had seen
the pressure on Sagramor’ s men and led his horsemen behind the line to reinforce the Numidian, and
now our cavary were shoving their horsesinto the crush of men and stabbing over the heads of the front
rank with their long spears. Mordred was there, and men said later that he fought like ademon. Our King
never lacked brute vaour in battle, just sense and decency in life. He was no horse soldier, and so he had
dismounted and taken aplace in the front rank. | saw him later and he was covered in blood, none of it
his own. Guinevere was behind our line. She had seen Mordred' s discarded horse, mounted it, and was
loosing arrows from its back. | saw one strike and shiver in Cerdic's own shield, but he brushed the thing
away asif it wereafly.

Sheer exhaustion ended that second clash of the walls. There came a point where we were too tired to
lift asword again, when we could only lean on our enemy’ s shield and spit insults over therim.
Occasiondly aman would summon the strength to raise an axe or thrust a spear, and for amoment the
rage of battle would flare up, only to subside as the shields soaked up the force. Wewere dl bleeding, al
bruised, dl dry-mouthed, and when the enemy backed away we were grateful for the respite.

We pulled back too, freeing oursel ves from the dead who lay in a heap where the shield walls had
met. We carried our wounded with us. Among our dead were afew whose foreheads had been branded
by the touch of ared-hot spear blade, marking them as men who had joined Lancelot’ s rebellion the
previous year, but they were men who now had died for Arthur. | aso found Bors lying wounded. He
was shuddering and complaining of the cold. His belly had been cut open so that when [ lifted him his
guts spilled on the ground. He made amewing noise as| laid him down and told him that the Otherworld
waited for him with roaring fires, good companions and endless meead, and he gripped my left hand hard
as| cut histhroat with one quick dash of Hywelbane. A Saxon crawled pitifully and blindly among the
dead, blood dripping from his mouth, until 1ssa picked up afalen axe and chopped down into the man’s
backbone. | watched one of my youngsters vomit, then stagger afew paces before afriend caught him
and held him up. The youngster was crying because he had emptied his bowe s and he was ashamed of
himsdlf, but he was not the only one. Thefield stank of dung and blood.

Adle smen, far behind us, werein atight shield wall with their backsto theriver. Tewdric’'smen
faced them, but were content to keep those Saxons quiet rather than fight them now, for cornered men
make terrible enemies. And till Cerdic did not abandon hisaly. He still hoped he could drive through
Arthur’ s spearmen to join Adle and then strike north to split our forcesin two. He had tried twice, and
now he gathered the remnants of hisarmy for the last great effort. He till had fresh men, some of them
warriors hired from Clovis sarmy of the Franks, and those men were now brought to the front of the
battle line and we watched as the wizards harangued them, then turned to spit their maledictions at us.
There was to be nothing hurried about this attack. There was no need because the day was till young, it
was not even midday, and Cerdic had timeto let hismen est, drink and ready themselves. One of their
war drums began its sullen beat as fill more Saxons formed on their army’ s flanks, some with leashed



dogs. We were dl exhausted. | sent men to theriver for water and we shared it out, gulping from the
helmets of the dead. Arthur came to me and grimaced at my state. ‘ Can you hold them athird time? he
asked.

‘Wehaveto, Lord,” | said, though it would be hard. We had lost scores of men and our wall would
be thin. Our spears and swords were blunted now and there were not enough sharpening stones to make
them keen again, while the enemy was being reinforced with fresh men whose weapons were untouched.
Arthur did from Llamrel, threw her reinsto Hygwydd, then walked with me to the scattered tide line of
the dead. He knew some of the men by name, and he frowned when he saw the dead youngsters who
had scarcely had time to live before they met their enemy. He stooped and touched afinger to Bors's
forehead, then walked on to pause beside a Saxon who lay with an arrow embedded in his open mouth.
For amoment | thought he was about to speak, then he just smiled. He knew Guinevere was with my
men, indeed he must have seen her on her horse and seen her banner that now flew alongside my starry
flag. He looked at the arrow again and | saw aflicker of happiness on hisface. He touched my arm and
led me back towards our men who were Sitting or else leaning on their spears.

A man in the gathering Saxon ranks had recognized Arthur and now strode into the wide space
between the armies and shouted a challenge a him. It was Liofa, the swordsman | had faced at
Thunredea, and he called Arthur a coward and awoman. | did not trandate and Arthur did not ask me
to. Liofa stalked closer. He carried no shield and wore no armour, not even ahelmet, and carried only
his sword and that he now sheathed asiif to show that he had no fear of us. | could see the scar on his
cheek and | was tempted to turn and give him abigger scar, a scar that would put him in agrave, but
Arthur checked me. ‘Let him be,” he said.

Liofawent on taunting us. He minced like awoman, suggesting that was what we were, and he stood
with hisback to usto invite aman to come and attack him. Still no one moved. He turned to face us
again, shook his head with pity for our cowardice, then strode on down thetide line of the dead. The
Saxons cheered him while my men watched in silence. | passed word down our line that he was Cerdic’s
champion, and dangerous, and that he should be | eft done. It galled our men to see a Saxon so rampant,
but it was better that Liofa should live now than be given achance to humiliate one of our tired spearmen.
Arthur tried to give our men heart by remounting LIamrei and, ignoring Liofa staunts, galloping aong the
line of corpses. He scattered the naked Saxon wizards, then drew Excalibur and spurred yet closer to the
Saxon line, flaunting hiswhite crest and bloodied cloak. His red-crossed shield glittered and my men
cheered to see him. The Saxons shrank away from him, while Liofa, left impotent in Arthur’ swake,
caled him woman-hearted. Arthur wheeled the horse and kicked her back to me. His gesture had
implied that Liofawas not aworthy opponent, and it must have stung the Saxon champion’s pride
because he came till nearer to our line in search of an opponent.

Liofastopped by apile of corpses. He stepped into the gore, then seized afallen shield that he
dragged free. He held it up so that we could dl see the eagle of Powys and, when he was sure we had
seen the symboal, he threw the shield down then opened histrews and pissed on the insignia of Powys.
He moved hisaim so that hisurinefell on the shield’ s dead owner, and that insult proved too grest.

Cuneglasroared hisanger and ran out of theline.

‘No!’ | shouted and started towards Cuneglas. It was better, | thought, that | should fight Liofa, for at
least | knew histricks and his speed, but | wastoo late. Cuneglas had his sword drawn and he ignored
me. He b