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Near the snow, near the sun, in the highest fields
See how these names are feted by the waving grass
And by the streamers of white cloud
And whispers of wind in the listening sky.
The names of those who in their lives fought for life
Who wore at their hearts the fire’s centre.
Born of the sun they travelled a short while towards the sun,
And left the vivid air signed with their honour.


—Stephen Spender
“I Think Continually of Those
Who Were Truly Great”

PART I
The Prince
(555-559)

Chapter 1
The harper was singing a song about the death of Arthur. Niniane sat in her wicker chair in the corner of the faded Roman room, winding wool and listening to the familiar tragic tale. The song had more poignancy than usual this particular day; word had been brought to Bryn Atha only that morning that, for the first time since the Battle of Badon, the Saxons were on the war road to Calleva.

The last plangent note died away, the spring breeze rattled the loose shutter at the window, and her father said, “Would to God that Arthur was with us today.”

Her brother Coinmail got to his feet and went to the window to secure the loose shutter. Then he turned and said coldly, “There is no use in wishing for Arthur. He has been dead these eighty years. Nor will the singing of harpers bring him back.”

The harper raised his dreamy eyes. Kerwyn was an old man whose grandfather had fought with Niniane’s great-grandfather at Badon; he had been the prince’s harper at Bryn Atha for almost all his life. Now he answered Coinmail: “But he is not dead, my lord. He is only resting, making ready to come again when Britain does need him most.”

Niniane looked at the ascetic old face with pity and affection. “That may be true, Kerwyn,” she said gently, “but until he does, surely he would expect us to try to defend ourselves.”

“The cavalry is gone, buried in Gaul,” came the crooned reply. “The horses are gone. Bedwyr the lion is …”

“Yes, they are all gone. We know.” Coinmail sounded almost savage. “And
we
will shortly be gone too, if we don’t do something about the Saxons!”

Niniane sighed. It was true what Coinmail had just said. She frowned down at the wool in her lap. “Naille was quite certain his information was correct?” she said.

“You have asked that question already, Niniane,” her father returned impatiently. “Naille was quite certain. The Saxons left Venta two days ago and are on the road to Calleva. Naille’s information was that Cynric, the West Saxon king, is looking to expand his territory beyond Venta. Calleva would be a second major city for his kingdom. And if the West Saxons annex Calleva, they will be too close to us for safety.”

“We must fight.” Coinmail’s voice was final.

The wool slid from Niniane’s fingers. There had been no battles between her people and the Saxons since Arthur had buried three-quarters of the Saxon army in the Badon pass almost a century ago. Since then the Atrebates tribe had lived in safety, secure in the peace Badon had won for them. But now … “How can we possibly fight?” she asked her brother. “We are farmers, not soldiers.”

“We will have to learn to be soldiers, then,” came the implacable reply.

The harper looked confusedly from Coinmail to Niniane’s father, Ahern. “Fight? But who are we to fight? The Saxons all lay dead at Badon.”

“My God!” Coinmail turned to Niniane. “Can’t you shut him up?”

“He is an old man, Coinmail. Have a little patience.” She spoke to the harper in a voice that was almost tender. “It is all right, Kerwyn. There will be no fighting at Bryn Atha.” Then, to her father: “Perhaps this is just a raid, Father. Perhaps the best thing for us to do is to wait and see what it is they want …”

Ahern was shaking his head. “No, Niniane. Your brother is right. This is just the beginning. If we let them gain a foothold in Calleva, they will soon have the whole of this country under their rule. We must make a stand.” His eyes moved to his son. “I have had all the old weapons taken from the storehouse and put in the winter room. I think we had better go have a look at them and see which ones are still usable.”

Coinmail moved eagerly to the door and Ahern turned to follow him. Left behind in the silent room were an old harper and a girl with a pool of scarlet wool spilled at her feet.

The sun was streaming through the bedroom window as Niniane came in carrying a brew of herbs. The harper stirred as the door opened. “Did you sleep?” Niniane asked as she set the drink down on a table and came over to the bed.

“Yes.” The old eyes smiled up at her. “I dreamed.”

She sat in the chair beside the bed and took his hand into hers. “What did you dream?” she asked gently.

“I dreamed of you. It was a happy dream.”

She lifted his hand to her cheek. The hand was strong still, a long narrow hand with long narrow fingers; a harper’s hand. He began to cough and she slipped her arm behind his shoulders and raised him up a little. She was a small girl, but he was so frail she could support him with little difficulty. When the coughing fit was over he lay back again and closed his eyes.

“I have brought you something to drink, Kerwyn,” she said, and he roused himself with obvious effort to drink her potion. Then he fell once again into a restless doze.

Niniane sat at his side, looking at the pale face on the pillow. He had failed very badly this last year. For a long time she had tried to pretend this was not so, but these last few months had seen an undeniable change in him.

She would miss him so, she thought, her heart aching as she sat watching by his side. He had taught her music and in so doing he had changed her life. The harp and the songs it could make had long been her greatest joy. Coinmail might think him an old fool, and her father might tolerate him for the sake of tradition, but Niniane loved the harper more than anyone in the world. And not just for his music. He had always been her friend; the one person she knew would find her concerns of interest, even importance. As the oldest and the youngest in the villa, the two had formed an alliance for years.

“Niniane!” She heard the voice shouting in the courtyard and ran to the window to look out. A man was dismounting from his horse and, even though his back was to her, she recognized him immediately. There was only one person she knew with hair that color. She ran out of the room and down the gallery to the front door of the villa.

Coinmail was holding his horse as she came out into the courtyard. He scowled at her and gestured to the slave quarters. “Where are the servants?”

“With the livestock, as usual at this hour. You will have to put Roaire in the stable yourself.”

“It doesn’t matter. I cannot stay. I have only come to bring you news.”

Niniane stared at him first with surprise, then with apprehension. “Nothing has happened to Father?” she asked.

“No. Father is fine.” His deep auburn brows, the same color as his hair, drew together. “The Saxons are in Calleva,” he said.

“Oh, no!”

“We could not stop them. It would have been suicide to attempt to block the road. When we make our stand we will need some geographical advantage. They are more experienced fighters than we.”

Niniane’s small white teeth sank into her chapped lower lip. “What have they done to Calleva?” she asked in a low voice. “Have they sacked it?”

His laugh was not pleasant. “What was there to sack? Calleva has been a dead city for a century at least. I doubt there are two hundred people living there these days. There was no resistance. They opened the west gate and Cynric and his men marched in.”

Niniane reached up to rub the forehead of her brother’s horse. “All those beautiful Roman buildings …” she mourned.

“The man who brought us the news told me that the Saxons were making campfires on the mosaic floors.” Coinmail looked physically ill.
“Barbarians.
They are no better than beasts who live in barns.”

Roaire nuzzled Niniane’s chest. “Let me get him a bucket of water,” she said. “He must be thirsty.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t time. I came merely to warn you. If the Saxon army should get through us, they are likely to come to Bryn Atha. It is too well-known for them to pass it by.”

Niniane knew that Coinmail spoke no more than the truth. Bryn Atha had always been one of the more famous of the villas built by the Romano-Celtic ruling class during the days of the Roman occupation of Britain. It had been commissioned by one of Niniane’s ancestors, a prince of the Atrebates tribe who had also served as the Roman magistrate in Calleva. Like all the Roman villas in Britain, Bryn Atha had been built as a country home, but after the legions had left Britain to return to Rome, the cities they had built had begun to fall apart. The native Celts were not naturally a city people and gradually the tribes had returned to the pastoral life that was more natural to them. The princes of the Atrebates had eventually given up any residence in Calleva at all and lived off their own farms, administering whatever laws were left from Bryn Atha itself.

Niniane swallowed hard. “I have buried all the valuables. They will find even less at Bryn Atha than they did at Calleva.”

“May God damn them all to hell,” Coinmail said through his teeth as he looked around the courtyard of his beautiful Roman home.

“I’m sure He will,” Niniane replied. “They are pagans.”

Coinmail ran a hand through his thick, burnished hair. “Well, we shall do our best to send them hence, you can be certain of that.”

Niniane laid her cheek against Roaire’s hard face. Her own hair, lighter than her brother’s and more brown-gold than red, glinted in the bright sun. “Are you still camped by Sarc Water?”

“Yes. We have a hundred and fifty-three men. About as many as the war band that accompanies Cynric.” Coinmail’s dark gray eyes were narrowed. “He knows we’re there. He will come out to meet us, all right. The Saxon cannot resist a challenge to fight.”

Niniane shivered in the warm sun. “I am so frightened, Coinmail.”

“Yes, well, you have cause to be. Listen to me, little sister. You must not be at Bryn Atha if the Saxons do indeed get through us at Sarc Water. You are fifteen years old, no longer a child. You are to marry this fall, a good match for the Atrebates. We cannot afford to lose you.”

Niniane’s eyes were huge. “Lose me?”

“God knows what the Saxons do to the women they take. They are heathens, with no respect for any Christian virtue. Do you understand what I am saying? You must not fall into their hands.”

Niniane took a step toward her brother. “Are you going to take me back to Sarc Water with you, Coinmail?”

He frowned. “Of course not. You would be less safe at Sarc Water.”

Her face was very pale, the light golden freckles that dusted the bridge of her short, tilted nose more noticeable than usual. “Well, then,” she almost whispered, “what am I to do?”

“Go to Geara’s farm. If the Saxons get through us, they are bound to come to Bryn Atha, but I doubt they will bother with a poor farmstead like Geara’s. You should be safe there.”

“When do you expect the battle to take place?”

“I’m not sure, but you are not to wait for the battle. Go now, today.”

She frowned. “I cannot go today, Coinmail. Kerwyn is ill. He became ill almost as soon as you and Father left. I cannot move him.”

“Then leave him here. Col and Brenna will look after him.”

“Col and Brenna can scarcely look after themselves. Besides, how can I ask them to stay if I run away?”

“Neither Col nor Brenna is likely to be raped,” he answered brutally. “You, on the other hand, are. You will be no good to us if that happens, Niniane. Father says you are to get away from Bryn Atha.”

She looked down at her blue gown, avoiding his eyes. “All right,” she said.

“You will go to Geara’s farm?”

“Yes.”

He rewarded her with an austere smile and threw his horse’s reins over its neck. When he was in the saddle he gave her one more piece of advice. “If a Saxon should try to approach you, use your knife.” She understood that he did not mean she was to use it on the Saxon.

After Coinmail had left, Niniane turned and slowly walked back into the villa. The main entrance led into a large reception hall, with a lovely mosaic floor depicting Venus hunting a boar. The room was almost bare of furniture. Niniane turned to her left and went down the corridor to the room the family used most. She sat in her father’s chair and stared at one faded blue peacock on the decorative scroll that adorned the plaster walls.

Her hands were cold. She was cold all over. Coinmail must be worried if he had come all the way back to Bryn Atha to warn her.

The Saxons. Ever since she was a baby that word had been a source of terror. “Be a good girl or the Saxons will get you,” her nurse had said. They were pagans who worshiped the gods of thunder and war. Some even said they offered human sacrifices in their unspeakable rites. She shuddered with cold.
God knows what they do to the women they take.
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