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ABOUT BATTLE OF MOUNT BADON

Their every encounter gives off sparks of contempt and misunderstanding.

 

Bedivere is one of King Arthur’s companions, his marshall and war duke of his army.  Handsome, remote, traditional and honor-bound, all he wants is to be a perfect warrior and serve Arthur.  Only, Arthur’s people face another dark winter of deprivation and defeat at the hands of the ruthless Saxons.  How can Bedivere find victory for Arthur when there is no hope?

Cara of Brynaich is half-Saxon, the younger daughter of a reviled family. Her facial scars keep her apart from everyone. Her heart holds only hatred for the Saxons who betrayed her mother, murdered her father and brought her and her kin to such misery. She has no time for honor and tradition.  Hope is for blind fools.

She brings chaos into Bedivere’s life, while his cool indifference provokes her to ever greater excesses. When the Saxons scent the weakness of Arthur’s defenses and descend upon Mount Badon, Bedivere and Cara must find a way to fight them and not each other…

This story is part of the historical fantasy romance series, Once and Future Hearts, set in Britain during the time of King Arthur.

1.0 Born of No Man
2.0 Dragon Kin
3.0 Pendragon Rises
3.5 Once and Future Hearts Box One
4.0 War Duke of Britain
5.0 High King of Britain
6.0 Battle of Mount Badon
6.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Two
7.0 Abduction of Guenivere
8.0 Downfall of Cornwall
8.1 Touch by Maen Llia
9.0 Vengeance of Arthur
9.5 Once and Future Hearts Box Three
10.0 Grace of Lancelot
11.0 The Grail and Glory
12.0 Camlann

Also (only from Stories Rule Press):
The series Special Bundle
Tracy Cooper-Posey’s Super-Bundle

Readers have described Tracy Cooper-Posey as “a superb story teller” and her historical fantasy romances as “written art”.  Get your copy of War Duke of Britain today!

A Historical Fantasy Romance/Ancient Historical Romance series


 

PRAISE FOR BATTLE OF MOUNT BADON

Cara and Bedivere are my favorite characters in this series, and their relationship is cast in monochrome, with stark pragmatism. I never had to suspend my belief to relate to these characters, which is the highest praise I can give an author.

Fantastic story!! This one kept my heart rate up! Every time I thought I could relax, there was another fast paced plot twist

I absolutely adore the magnificently happy ending!!

I'm not sure how she does it, but Tracy continues to make each story more exciting than the last! I can't stop reading these, even when I should be sleeping!

I was fascinated by the way the author wove in so many names and places and events from both the legends and historians’ best speculations on actual happenings. Yet the story also flows along with great characters and a compelling plot. It’s one of those wonderful novels that make you feel you are really there in a foreign time and place, and you feel a little smarter when you finish.

Detailed, stunning, and completing engrossing. A telling of this tale that puts you directly in the action and engaged in the struggle yourself. Absolutely brilliant!!

I have loved this series from the beginning and don't understand how she keeps topping the one before. But, she did it again. Tracy writes in such a way as to make you feel like YOU are living in this time In history.

This story left me breathless and speechless. It is so much more than the book blurb promises!

I feel like I have actually met the characters and the scenes are set so completely that I feel that I am actually present during the action.

Very few authors can write so you get completely caught up in the story but Tracy Cooper-Posey is definitely at the top of that list.

Incredibly engaging story that will leave you on the edge of your seat, and flipping the pages. This is well developed and beautifully written.

This Book Rocks!  It is difficult to find the words that will do justice to this novel. Absolutely brilliant!

Tracy Cooper Posey is a totally engaging storyteller who grabs hold of you and delivers you into the story from the first word. I feel like I have actually met the characters and the scenes are set so completely that I feel that I am actually present during the action.
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WHO’S WHO AND WHAT’S WHAT

On-line version, for easier reference.  Tip:  Bookmark the site page and this page in your book for future reference.

 

Aeron:  Guenivere’s horse.

 

Accolon:  Accolon of Gaul.  Minor son of Gaulish king.  Companion to Uther.

 

Aglovale:  Son Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise

 

Agravaine:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian

 

Alis:  Wife to Pelinore (dec.)  see Dunoding.  

 

Alun:  King of Brocéliande.  See Brocéliande

 

Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Ambrosius Aurelianus: (Welsh: Emrys Wledig).  High King of Britain (dec.)  See Pendragon.

 

Anwen Idria: Daughter of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathclyde

 

Anwen of Galleva:  Heroine, Pendragon Rises. See Galleva.

 

Arawn Uther:  Son of Arawn and Ilsa.  See Brocéliande.  Husband of The Lady of Corneus.  See Corneus

 

Arawn:  Hero of Dragon Kin.  King of Brocéliande. See Brocéliande.  

 

Arthur:  Son and heir of Uther Pendragon and Igraine. See Pendragon.

 

Ban of Benoic:  Brother to Bors, and exiled from his own kingdom by Saxon incursions.  See Benoic.

 

Bedivere:  Welsh: Bedwyr.  "Bedwyr of the Perfect Sinews".  Oldest son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.  See Corneus.

 

Belenus: Lancelot’s horse

 

Bevan:  King of Calleva.  See Calleva.

 

Blavet:  Large tidal river, location of Lorient, capital of Brocéliande, Lesser Britain.

 

Bors the Elder:  King of Guanne.  See Guanne.

 

Bors the Younger:  King of Guanne.  See Guanne.

 

Brandegoris:  Brandegoris of Estangore.  See Kernow.

 

Brandérion:  Village in Lesser Britain, the birth place of Ilsa.

 

Brennus:  Idris’ horse.

 

Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich

 

Budic:  King of Morbihan.  See Morbihan.

 

Cadfael:  Hero of Born of No Man.  See Dunoding.

 

Cador:  Duke of Cornwall.  See Cornwall.

 

Cai:  Son of Ector.  Companion to Emrys. See Galleva.

 

Cailleach: Cara’s horse

 

Calleva:  Kingdom in the south of Britain, neighbouring Cornwall. .  See Calleva.

 

Campbon:  By the great Briére swamps of Lesser Britain.  Capital of Guanne.

 

Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter. See Brynaich.  Heroine of Battle of Mount Badon.

 

Caradoc: King of Brynaich.  See Brynaich

 

Carnac:  King Budic’s summer residence in Lesser Britain, where Ambrosius and Uther prepared to take back Britain from Vortigern.  See Morbihan.

 

Claire of Brandegoris:  Mother of Elyan the White by Bors the Younger.  See Kernow

 

Claudas:  Frankish King and conquerer.  See Berry.

 

Coria:  Corbridge, in modern parlance.

 

Cynbel:  Athur’s horse  

 

Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Dinadan:  Son of Brunor.  Siblings:  Breunor, Daniel.  See Kernow.

 

Dindrane:  Daughter Pellinore and Alis. See Listenoise

 

Dornar:  Bastard son of Pellinore.  See Listenoise

 

Doward:  Hill fort where Vortigern perished.

 

Ector:  Count of Galleva. See Galleva.

 

Elaine of Listenoise:  Daughter of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise.

 

Elaine:  Ban of Benoic’s wife.  See Benoic.

 

Elen:  Daughter of Arawn and Ilsa.  See Brocéliande.  Wife of Cador of Cornwall.  

 

Ellar:  Lot’s seneschal

 

Elyan the White:  Son of Bors the Younger and Claire of Brandegoris.  See Guanne.

 

Emrys Myrddin: Son of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathclyde

 

Evaine:  Bors the Elder’s Queen. See Guanne.

 

Forest Sauvage:  Where Galleva is located, close by Hadrian’s Wall. See Galleva.

 

Gaheris:  Oldest son and heir of Lot. See Lothian.

 

Gareth:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian.

 

Gawain:  Son of Lot.  See Lothian.

 

Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall.  See Cornwall.

 

Guanne:  Kingdom in Lesser Britain.  See Guanne.

 

Guenivere:  Welsh:  Gwenhwyfar.  See Camelard.

 

Hector de Maris:  Half brother to Lancelot du Lac.  See Benoic.

 

Héric:  Ban of Benoic’s lands, within Guanne, Lesser Britain.

 

Hoel:  Hoel the Great, Hoel of Brittany.  King of Morbihan.    

 

Horsa:  A Saxon leader

 

Idris the Slayer:  Northern warrior.  See Lothian

 

Igraine:  Daughter of Emlawdd Wledig.  Wife to Gorlois of Cornwall.  See Cornwall and Pendragon.  

 

Ilsa:  Heroine of Dragon Kin.  See Brocéliande.

 

Iseult of Ireland:  Daughter of Anguish of Ireland and Iseult the Elder.

 

Kahedin:  Son of Hoel.  See Morbihan.

 

Kay the Stalwart: Son of Idris & Rhiannon.  See Strathclyde

 

Keincaled: Gawain’s horse.

 

King of the Magyars:  Husband to Julia.  Father of Sagramore.  See Kernow

 

Lady of the Lake:  A title bestowed upon powerful women who control the Perilous Forrest and the Lake at the heart of Brocéliande.    The title is not hereditary.  See The Perilous Forest.

 

Lamorak:  Son of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise.

 

Lancelot of the Lake:  aka Lancelot du Lac.  See Benoic.

 

Leodegrance:  King of Camelarde.

 

Leolin:  Mair’s horse

 

Lot:  King of Lothian.  

 

Lowri:  Daughter of Cadfael and Lynette.  See Dunoding.

 

Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Lucan:  Son of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.

 

Lynette the Elder:  Heroine of Born of No Man. See Dunoding.

 

Mabon:  King of Calleva.

 

Maela:  Daughter of Vortigern.  Wife to Mabon.  See Calleva.

 

Mair:  Daughter of Bedrawd, Duke of Corneus.  Heroine of High King of Britain.

 

Mared:  Daughter of Bors the Elder.  See Morbihan.  

 

Mark:  Brother to Tristan the Elder.  See Kernow

 

Merlin:  Myrddin Emrys.  See Pendragon.  

 

Morbihan:  Kingdom in Lesser Britain.  See Morbihan.

 

Morgan le Fey:  Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine.  See Rheged.

 

Morguase:  Daughter of Gorlois and Igraine.  Wife of Lot.  

 

Morlaix: Kingdom north of Brocéliande, in Lesser Britain.

 

Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters. See Brynaich

 

Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son. See Brynaich

 

Nimue:  Lady of the Lake. See The Perilous Forest.  

 

Pellinore:  King of Listenoise.

 

Percival:  Son of Pellinore and Alis.  See Listenoise.

 

Perilous Forest:  The heart of the Brocéliande forest, where The Lady of the Lake lives.

 

Rhiannon:  Daughter of Anwen and Steffan.  Companion to Cai and Emrys.  See Galleva

 

Sagramore:  Son of the King of the Magyars and Julia, Princess of Rome.  See Kernow.

 

Scorff:  Smaller river that runs into the Blavet by Lorient.  Fresh water river.

 

Steffan of Durnovaria:  Hero, Pendragon Rises.  See Galleva

 

Tewdwr:  Son of Hoel.  See Morbihan.


Tielo:  Rhiannon's horse

 

Tintagel:  Fortified rocky island connected to mainland Cornwall by narrow natural bridge of rock.  

 

Tor:  Bastard son of Pellinore.  See Listenoise.

 

Tristan the Elder:  King of Kernow.

 

Tristan the Younger:  Bastard son of Tristan the Elder. See Kernow.

 

Ula: Caradoc’s queen. See Brynaich

 

Urien:  King of Rheged.

 

Uther:  Uther Pendragon.  High King of Britain.

 

Uther Rawn:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Vannes:  Principal town of the kingdom of Morbihan.

 

Vedra River:  The Tyne, in modern parlance.

 

Veris:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther (See Corneus)

 

Via Statra: Roman road between Vannes and Corseul, Lesser Britain

 

Vivian of Maridunum:  Mother of Merlin.

 

Vivian:  Accolyte of the Perilous Forrest.  Lover of Nimue.

 

Vortigern:  High King of Britain.  Died at Doward.  Succeeded by Ambrosius.  Wife:  Olwen.  Sons: Vortimer, Catigern.    Daughters:  Maela.

 

Ynnis Witrin:  Avalon.

 

Yr Wyddfa:  Snowden

 

HOUSES, CLANS AND TRIBES

BENOIC

Ban & Elaine
Ban:  King of Benoic
Elaine: (see Brocéliande)
Hector:  Ban’s son (by Suzanne de Maris)
Lancelot du Lac: Their son

BERRY

Claudas:  King
Claudin: His son
Dorin: His son

BROCÉLIANDE

Arawn & Ilsa
Arawn: King of Brocéliande
Ilsa of Brocéliande: Arawn’s queen.  (See Morbihan)
Elaine: Arawn’s sister (see Benoic)
Evaine:  Arawn’s sister (see Guanne)
Alun: eldest son of Arawn & Ilsa, King of Brocéliande
Arawn Uther: second son of Aran & Ilsa
Elen: Daughter of Arawn & Ilsa (see Cornwall)

BRYNAICH

Caradoc & Ula
Caradoc: King of Brynaich
Ula: Caradoc’s queen.
Brigid: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Cara: Caradoc & Ula’s daughter
Nareen & Isolde: Caradoc & Ula’s twin daughters
Newlyn: Caradoc & Ula’s son

CALLEVA

Mabon & Maela
Mabon: King of Calleva
Maela: Mabon’s queen.  Daughter of High King Vortigern & Olwen.
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son.  King of Calleva (see below)
Bryn: Mabon & Maela’s son. Partner of Druston (see Dunoding)
Lynette The Younger:  Mabon & Maela’s daughter.  (See Dunoding)

Bevan & Lowri
Bevan: Mabon & Maela’s son.  King of Calleva
Lowri:  Bevan’s queen. (see Dunoding)
Branwen: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Eira: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Martyn & Trevor: Bevan & Lowri’s twins ons
Betrys: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter
Deryn: Bevan & Lowri’s daughter

CAMELARD

Leodegrance & Gwenhwyfach
Leodegrance: King of Camelard
Guenivere:  Leodegrance’s daughter

CORBENIC

Pedr: King of Corbenic.  aka The Fisher King
Elaine: Pedr’s daughter

CORNEUS

Bedrawd: Duke of Corneus (serves Kernow)
Bedivere: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Lucan: Bedrawd’s son, companion to Arthur
Mair: Bedrawd’s daughter. The Lady of Corneus, after Bedrawd.  Wife of Prince Arawn Uther (see Brocéliande)

Mair & Arawn Uther
Veris:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Devian: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Amaria: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther
Uther Rawn:  Son of Mair & Arawn Uther
Luca: Daughter of Mair & Arawn Uther

CORNWALL

Gorlois & Mari
Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall
Mari:  Gorlois’ Duchess.
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son (see below)

Gorlois & Igraine
Gorlois:  Duke of Cornwall
Igraine:  Duchess of Cornwall (see Pendragon)
Morguase:  Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine (see Lothian)
Morgan:  Daughter of Gorlois & Igraine.  aka Morgan le Fey (See Rheged)

Cador & Elen
Cador: Gorlois & Mari’s son.  Duke of Cornwall.
Elen:  Cador’s Duchess.  (See Brocéliande)
Constantine:  Cador & Elen’s son

DUNODING

Cadfael & Lynette
Cadfael:  Hero of Born of No Man.  Vortigern’s War Duke.
Lynette:  Cadfael’s wife
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)
Alis:  Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Listenoise)
Lowri:  Cadfael & Lynette’s daughter (see Calleva)
Drusan:  Cadfael & Lynette’s son, partner of Bryn (see Calleva)
Eogan:  Cadfael & Lynette’s son (see below)

Bricius & Maeve
Bricius: Cadfael & Lynette’s son
Maeve of Ireland:  Bricius’ wife
Cadoc: Bricius & Maeve’s son
Tegan:  Bricius & Maeve’s daughter

GALLEVA

Ector & Druscilla
Ector:  Count of Galleva
Druscilla:  Ector’s wife
Cai:  Ector & Druscilla’s son. Companion to Arthur.

Steffan & Anwen of Galleva
Steffan: Hero of Pendragon Rises
Anwen:  Heroine of Pendragon Rises
Rhiannon:  Their Daughter (see Lothian)

GUANNE

Bors & Evaine
Bors The Elder: King of Guanne
Evaine:  Bors’ queen (see Brocéliande)
Bors The Younger:  Bors & Evaine’s son (see below)
Lionel:  Bors & Evaine’s son
Mared:  Bors & Evaine’s daughter (see Morbihan)

Bors The Younger
Bors The Younger:  Bors & Evaine’s son.  King of Guanne

KERNOW

Tristan the Elder
Tristan The Elder: King of Kernow
Brandegoris:  Cousin to Tristan (see below)
Mark: brother to Tristan (see below)
Tristan:  Son of Tristan the Elder
Dinadan:  Friend of Tristan’s.

Brandegoris of Estangore & Julia
Brandegoris:  Cousin to Tristan
Julia:  Princess of Rome, wife to Brandegoris
Sagramore:  Son of Julia and the King of the Magyars
Claire:  Daughter of Brandegoris & Julia

Mark of Kernow
Mark: brother to Tristan. King of Kernow

LISTENOISE

Pellinore
Pellinore:  King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea (see below)
Tor: Pellinore’s bastard son and heir
Dornar:  Pellinore’s bastard son

Pellinore & Alis
Pellinore:  King of Listenoise, descendant of Joseph of Arimathea
Alis:  Pellinore’s queen (see Dunoding)
Percival:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Aglovale:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Dindrane:  Pellinore & Alis’ daughter
Lamorak:  Pellinore & Alis’ son
Elaine:  Pellinore & Alis’ daughter

LOTHIAN

Lot & Morguase
Lot:  King of Lothian & Duke of Orkney
Morguase:  Lot’s queen.  (See Cornwall, and also Pendragon)
Gaheris:  Lot & Morguase’s son & heir
Gawain:  Lot & Morguase’s son
Agravain:  Lot & Morguase’s son
Gareth:  Lot & Morguase’s son

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris of Lothian:  Hero, War Duke of Britain
Rhiannon (see Galleva):  Heroine, War Duke of Britain
Anwen Idria:  Their daughter
Emrys Myrddin:  Their son
Kay The Stalwart:  Their son  

MORBIHAN

Budic of Britanny
Budic:  King of Morbihan
Isla:  Budic’s bastard daughter
Hoel:  Budic’s son & heir (see below)

Hoel & Mared
Hoel:  Budic’s son & heir.  King of Morbihan.
Mared:  Hoel’s queen.  (see Guanne)
Tewdwr: Hoel & Mared’s son
Kahedin: Hoel & Mared’s son
Isuelt of the White Hands: Hoel & Mared’s daughter

PENDRAGON

Ambrosius:  High King of Britain (see below).
Uther:  Ambrosius’ brother & heir (see below)

Ambrosius & Vivian
Ambrosius: High King of Britain (see below).
Vivian:  Princess of Dyfed
Merlin:  Ambrosius’ bastard son by Vivian

Uther & Igraine
Uther:  High King of Britain
Igraine:  Uther’s queen. (see Cornwall)
Arthur:  Uther & Igraine’s son.  War Duke of Britain.  (see below)

Arthur & Morguase
Arthur:  War Duke of Britain
Morguase:  Wife of King Lot (see Lothian)
Mordred:  Arthur’s bastard son by Morguase

PERILOUS FORREST, The

Nimue: Lady of the Lake
Vivian:  Nimue’s second in command and partner

RHEGED

Urien & Morgan
Urien:  King of Rheged.  Cousin to Lot of Lothian.
Morgan:  Urien’s queen.  (See Cornwall)
Owain & Morfydd:  Urien & Morgan’s twin son & daughter.

STRATHCLYDE

Idris & Rhiannon
Idris:  King of Strathclyde.  
Rhiannon:  Idris’ Queen.  Foster sister to Arthur.  
Anwen Idria: Idris & Rhiannon’s daughter
Emrys Myrddin: Idris & Rhiannon’s son
Kay the Stalwart:  Idris & Rhiannon’s son
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Venta Belgarum, Britain. Late summer, 496 C.E.

CARA HAD ONLY TO STEP into the narrow street containing the house her family had been assigned to know her simple ambition to bathe in the river through the lagging heat of the afternoon would not be granted. She could hear Brigid’s voice raised in harsh protest. Brigid’s tone was one she would not dare use at court.

Cara hitched her heavy sword, resettling it on her shoulder, as she quickened her pace toward the little, two-story house jammed between two other almost identical houses. As a rider in the Queen’s Cohort, she did not use a scabbard, and she had no belt to thrust the blade through and carry it that way. Leather for belts was scarce and used for armor, instead. Those who walked behind her must simply stay out of the way of the naked blade. She did not have the patience or energy to do aught but let it lie over her shoulder. It had been a hard morning’s work on the training field.

As she grew closer, Cara heard Newlyn speaking. Her brother’s voice had deepened in the last few years and didn’t match his dewy face. The figure of the boy would soon catch up with the voice of the man, though. War had a way of making everyone seem older than they were.

What was the shouting about? What had happened? Why were Brigid and Newlyn arguing? She could hear the clatter of dishes drifting through the open shutters, too.

Cara picked up her pace. The heat kept most people indoors through the sleepy afternoon, although if this noise continued, the families in the surrounding houses would rouse and come to investigate.

She pushed open the unbarred door and closed it behind her. The air in the house was warm and closed in, despite the open shutters. No breeze stirred through the windows. There were no windows on the other side of the house to let the air pass through. The back of the house stood against a house on the next street. Both sides of this house were shared by the houses on either side, too. It was an aspect of living in a city which Cara did not particularly like.

Although there was much about living in a great city like Venta Belgarum which she had learned to suffer with, for the honor of fighting in the Queen’s Cohort. Belonging to the Cohort let her hew Saxons, as many as she could.

Cara ignored the still, prickly heat of the little room and took in the activity of her family.

Brigid stood at the rough worktable, folding and stuffing linens into one of the great packs which had traveled on the cart with them from Brynaich, in the north. She looked upset, which was not unusual. There was a great deal about city life Brigid did not enjoy, either. She tolerated it because being here allowed her to mingle at court.

Now, though, her pale red hair was in disarray and she wore no jewelry, not even her precious enamel earrings. Her dress was one of roughest linen, with the chaff still showing in the threads, undyed and wrinkled. Brigid normally took pains with her appearance and fussed over the few ornaments and beauty aids they had obtained.

Newlyn stood in the corner of the room by the front window, his arms crossed, his gauntlets fisted tightly. He scowled, too. He was the one member of the family with her father’s black hair. Everyone else had acquired some version of her mother’s Saxon white hair, mixed with the black of her father.

The twins were both crying, beside Newlyn. Nareen’s cheeks were blotchy with tears, matching her hair. Isolde’s almost-white hair stuck out at angles. She sniffed as she took items from the shelf and pushed them into another big pack, to clatter against whatever was already in the pack.

Cara turned to her mother. Ula stood at the end of the table, wrapping loaves and hunks of meat in cloth with quick, practiced movements. She pushed them into another of the packs. Her white, straight hair shifted against her shoulders as she moved. She was a tall woman, with a small waist despite bearing five children.

Inside the pack, Cara could see the last of the precious flour and the three remaining apples she had scrounged from the abandoned orchard on the far side of the keep, three days ago.

“What is happening, mother?” Cara demanded, dropping her sword to the table.

“We are to give up our house!” Brigid cried. “It is so unfair! There are six of us, and barely enough room in this house as it is. Now we must make way for someone else!” She rammed the folded linen into the pack, which wasted the effort of folding it in the first place.

Nareen gave a little, breathless sob and sniffled.

“Give up…? Who is demanding we give up the house?” Cara clenched her fists. “Where are we to go? They cannot do this to us!”

“’They’ are not doing anything to us,” her mother said. Ula’s voice was low and musical, even when she was stirred to hot emotion. Cara did not think she was angry now, though. Her mother seemed to be the calmest in the room.

“I don’t understand,” Cara snapped.

“Mother gave them the house,” Newlyn said. His tone was harsh.

Cara’s mouth dropped open. “Is this true, mother?”

Ula straightened. “I do not like your tone, daughter.”

Cara drew in a breath, quashing her disbelief and irritation. It had been many years since her mother disciplined her with more than her voice. Only, Ula had been trained by her mother how to fight and use her strength. The note in Ula’s voice was a warning that Cara had pushed her tolerance close to the edge with her sharp demand.

“I apologize,” Cara said, fighting to keep her voice moderated and pleasant. Brigid had learned the way of it far better than Cara had. “May I know why you gave up the house?”

Ula nodded and went back to wrapping the last of the small loaves on the table. “King Bevan and his queen and their family…and most of Calleva, too—they have been burned out of their homes.”

Another kingdom fallen to the Saxon flaming bows. Cara’s middle tightened and her heart ached with fury.

“When the messenger King Bevan sent reached Cai, I was there,” her mother continued. “I offered this house for Bevan and his kin. There are eight of them just in his immediate family and no large houses left in the city. It is appropriate we give them this one. They will be here by sunset.”

The house was not that large. No houses outside the King’s keep were large. This one barely contained the six of them. Cara couldn’t imagine a family of eight squeezing into it, although that was not her concern.

“He gets our house because he’s a king,” Newlyn growled. His arms were still folded.

“Father was a king, too,” Isolde said, beside him.

Ula looked up, frowning. “It has nothing to do with rank. There are more of them than there is of us, that is all. They have just lost their home and everything they possess. They will be upset and the comfort of a roof and a soft bed will be a kindness for them.”

“We lost everything, too,” Brigid said darkly, snapping the strap closed on her pack with a sharp tug.

“Six years ago,” Ula replied. “And now, see, there are things we must pack in order to move. We have food and clothes which they do not. Be charitable, Brigid. Selfishness makes your face settle in ugly lines.”

Brigid immediately smoothed out her expression.

Cara shrugged and unbuckled her armor, more than happy to take the hot garment off and let the air bathe her torso. “I don’t care where we live, as long as I remain with the Cohort.” She grew still, the horrid thought only now occurring to her. “We are staying in Venta Belgarum, aren’t we, Mother?”

Brigid gasped, growing pale, as she lifted her head to stare at their mother with wide eyes. She would not want to give up her tenuous place at court any more than Cara could bear to give up her position in the Cohort.

“I am to meet with Cai this afternoon, to find a house we can use,” her mother replied.

Relief touched Cara.

“What if there are no houses we can use?” Nareen asked, her voice rising high. “What if we have to live outside the walls, in a wagon or a tent, or on the ground?” Horror made her damp cheeks grow paler. More and more people had taken to living outside the walls of Venta Belgarum in makeshift shelters, as refugees from across Britain flooded into the city. Most of them were burned out or forced off their lands by Saxon bands who raided, burned and looted wherever they went. The temporary housing outside the walls bore little relationship to the ordered camp Arthur’s army had once maintained there. This despite most of the pavilions and shelters the army had used being pressed back into service for the homeless in the city.

Bedivere, the war duke and Arthur’s marshall, had spared a little of his attention to arrange patrols of armed soldiers to guard the borders of the outside quarters. Although patrols and guards did not serve as well as a high, stout wall.

“If it comes to it, we will live outside the walls,” Ula told Isolde. “While we have food and a cushion upon which to rest our heads, we will be thankful.” Her tone was firm.

Cara reached to the shelf which Isolde was slowly clearing and snatched up one of the three wine flasks sitting there. There was little food and most of it was preserves from previous years’ harvests, for the Saxons had burned this year’s crops. Yet there was always plenty of wine, which could be stored almost forever. This flask was slightly less than half full. She unstopped it and drank deeply. With a pause in between to breathe, she emptied the flask in two big mouthfuls.

Newlyn’s smile was admiring. Her mother, though, made an irritated click of her tongue.

Cara waggled the empty flask in her fingers. “Empty. Now there is less to carry.”

Newlyn snorted, his arms uncrossing and hanging free for the first time since she had stepped into the house. He resettled the sword on his hip—he had been given a belt and a scabbard. “I am on duty soon. I must go.”

Brigid rolled her eyes. “So serious.”

“Newlyn has his role to play, as have we all,” Ula chided her.

“He’s guarding a field!” Brigid pointed out, her tone disparaging.

“The last oat field still standing,” Isolde replied. She and Brigid usually took opposite sides of any argument.

Cara reached for the last flask of wine before Isolde could pack it away. “What good do guards do, anyway? How does one stop a flaming arrow out of the dark?”

“Cara,” her mother said, her tone chiding.

Cara drank a mouthful of the wine from the new flask. It was sour. With a grimace, she jammed the stopper back in the flask and tossed it back to Isolde, who dropped the pack in her hands in order to catch it.

As Newlyn opened the door and stepped outside, Cara removed the last of her armor and plucked the simple tunic she wore beneath away from her sweaty flesh. “What do you want me to do?”

Ula buckled the straps on her pack and straightened. “I must meet with Cai and learn where we are to stay, now. Direct the last of the packing, Cara. We have yet to deal with the upstairs rooms.”

“Mother, I am older than Cara!” Brigid protested. “I can direct the packing.”

“Cara has accepted that this move is necessary, unlike you, Brigid. She will ensure that the deed is done by sunset.”

Brigid scowled, another unlovely expression she never used at court. “Cai, Bedivere, Percival, Druston…none of the senior officers are giving up their quarters for families.” Her tone was sour.

Ula nodded. “They live in the poorest and smallest quarters on the very edge of the city, where they can guard both the walls and the people inside it. No one lives in luxury, Brigid.”

“Even King Arthur eats squirrel,” Cara added.

Brigid moaned, for she hated squirrel meat with a passion.

Ula patted Cara’s shoulder as she stepped past.

“A roof at least, please, mother!” Cara called after her. She could put up with sleeping on dirt, for soldiers were expected to do so all the time, although there was nothing more miserable than being wet through and smelling of damp wood smoke.

“I will see what I can arrange with Cai,” Ula replied, her tone serene.


 

CHAPTER TWO
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RHIANNON SAILED INTO THE BIG hall, her red gown fluttering at both sleeve and hem and her dark hair gleaming. Cai was at the big table, muttering over his lists of houses and cottages and scowling. Bedivere took a moment to be glad that finding shelter for the constant influx of people from across Britain was not his job, before turning to greet Rhiannon.

Rhiannon smiled at Bedivere. “I haven’t seen Cai wearing that scowl for many years. When we were children, he would always try to make me write out his assignments for him, even though my writing looks nothing like his.”

“We have another family and their people on the way,” Bedivere explained.

Rhiannon’s expression sobered. “Oh, no! Who is it, this time?”

“Calleva.”

“Calleva! So close…” Rhiannon shivered. “The fortifications around Calleva were solid. King Bevan has been improving them for years. If Calleva has fallen…” She shivered, then glanced around the almost empty hall and at the big, high chair on the dais. “Arthur is not here.”

“He met with the town aldermen today,” Bedivere explained. “The meeting has gone on longer than any of us expected. I am waiting here to speak to him, as the senior officers do every evening before supper.”

“There is much to discuss, I am sure,” Rhiannon murmured. “From finding more food, more water, more weapons, more…well, everything.” Her smile was strained. “It is good that Arthur is not here. I wanted to speak to Cai and Merlin…” She looked around.

“I am here,” Merlin said, from behind them.

The druid stood at the big doors into the hall, the bright afternoon sun behind him, dazzling everyone.

The page shut the door with a solid thump, cutting off the light and the heat. In the dimmer light, the gray in Merlin’s hair showed clearly, although his black eyes were still bright with youth and energy. He nodded at Rhiannon. “You were saying?”

Rhiannon glanced at Bedivere.

“I will leave you—” Bedivere began, for the Queen had not included him among those she sought to speak with.

“You should stay, Bedivere,” Merlin said, striding over to the big table where Cai sat. “You need to hear this.”

“I do?” Bedivere said, startled.

Rhiannon looked just as surprised. She did not protest, though. She merely raised her brow and moved over to the table.

Merlin pushed aside Cai’s lists. “Queen Ula will request this house, Cai. Give it to her.” He pointed at the page in front of Cai.

Cai’s frown deepened as he checked which house Merlin pointed to. “I cannot give her that one! It’s not fit for beasts and besides, there’s naught but officers along that street and she’s got naught but children around her…”

“There is nowhere else which will satisfy her,” Merlin assured him.

Cai blew out a breath and pushed the sheet aside. “Very well, then.” He stood and lifted Rhiannon’s hand. “Queen Rhiannon.”

Rhiannon slapped his shoulder. “Oh, sit down, Cai! Arthur might return at any moment and I must speak to you and Merlin before he does.”

Bedivere pulled out a stool for her and took a seat on the bench beside Cai. Merlin stood at the end of the table. He wore a simple dark tunic and trews and none of the trappings of office and rank which appeared at court these days.

It baffled Bedivere as to where the men found the brooches and torcs, pins and crowns they wore to distinguish themselves from everyone else. Scavenged from among the wreckage strewn across Britain these days, he guessed. He found it difficult enough to keep his armor, weapons and fighting equipment in good working order, which was essential. It had taken him a month to find a replacement buckle for his belt. He’d scavenged the copper buckle he now wore from among the ashes of another burned-down farmhouse up by Eboracum, in the early summer.

Rhiannon glanced at Merlin, then at Cai. “You can add the house I have been using this summer to your list of empty houses, Cai. I am returning north tomorrow.”

Merlin did not look surprised.

Cai rubbed his jaw. “Idris sent for you?” he asked, his voice a deep growl. “He expects you to travel through the gods know how many bands of roving Saxons bent on trouble?”

Rhiannon tilted her head, as if she was silently chiding Cai for his uncharitable thoughts about her husband and king. “Idris demanded I stay right here, in the very heart of Arthur’s army. Only, I cannot stay and you know that.” She paused. “Merlin knows that.”

Cai looked up at Merlin. So did Bedivere.

Merlin remained silent.

Rhiannon sighed. “This summer’s campaigns were brutal, Cai. Bedivere, you are Arthur’s war duke. You can confirm this. The last five years have been terrible for Arthur. Last year, the fighting lasted until the solstice. This year, the fighting started earlier than ever—we had alarms from the borders of the Saxon Shore before the first green showed. The northern kingdoms are no better off. Idris does not worry me with details, although I know he is struggling, as all the northern lords are. We are all struggling.” Her voice was bleak.

Bedivere scratched at the table top with his thumbnail, feeling the rough wood against his flesh. The table was stained and rickety. It, like most of the tables and stools in the hall, had been cobbled together from the remains of other tables.

Everything they lived with, and in, these days, was patched and barely holding together.

When Aesc, the Saxon king, was not at the front of his enormous army, leading them into battle against Arthur, he instead directed bands of soldiers out across Britain. The bands moved ever west, deep into territories which had never before seen a day of war. The bands burned crops, houses, villages, roads and whole forests. They killed herds and poisoned wells.

The refugees had begun to stream into Venta Belgarum two years ago. The numbers only subsided to a trickle in the very depths of winter. Cai had taken control of every house in the city, with the aldermen’s approval, dispersing refugees and soldiers across Venta Belgarum. Everyone lived cheek-by-jowl and still there was no room. Those who did not wish to be separated from their families and assigned to different houses and beds chose to live outside the city walls, yet still within sprinting distance of the gates.

Cai’s next strategy would be to turn out every soldier and officer from their quarters and put them outside the walls. Then he would give those quarters over to the people still sleeping upon the ground.

“Only, I won’t do it until I absolutely must,” Cai often protested. “The army is all which stands between us and doom at the hands of the Saxons, Bedivere. You tell me—a soldier who is well fed and sleeps upon a bed is far stronger than one who sleeps in the rain with an ear ground into the dirt.”

Bedivere had agreed with Cai’s priorities and had tried to compensate by posting a heavy rank of guards around the camp beyond the walls. He relied more upon the far-ranging patrols he sent out each day to monitor the lands around the city. An early warning would be more useful than a guard at the gate. It would give everyone time to slip inside the walls before the Saxons arrived.

Aesc’s unorthodox tactics ground down the spirit and strength of Arthur’s men. The lack of food and clothing and shelter wore away the fortitude of Arthur’s people. Rhiannon had merely voiced what Bedivere could see for himself. It was what they could all see. The struggle was being fought everywhere.

While Cai shifted uncomfortably on his bench, Rhiannon said, “In such uncertain times, the kingdom itself must be stable. Arthur has no heir…” Her voice faded. Her eyes were troubled. “He must marry, Cai. He must have a son to take his place should…should anything happen to him.”

Bedivere also shifted on the bench. The pain in Rhiannon’s voice, the knowledge, was discomforting. Why had Merlin insisted he hear this? It was an intimate matter and if it must be spoken of at all, it should be held among those closest to Arthur. Cai and Rhiannon had grown up with Arthur, with Merlin as their tutor.

He glanced up at Merlin, to suggest once more that he should leave. Merlin’s gaze was already upon him, in the startling way he had of anticipating what a man would say next.

“Stay and listen,” Merlin said softly.

Bedivere swallowed and remained silent.

Rhiannon blinked quickly. “Cai, you can see why I must leave, yes?”

Cai cleared his throat. “I agree he should get himself an heir. It’s only right. But—”

“But he will not
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