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About Diana by the Moon

A heartwrenching story of love, loss and triumph.

Diana, an independent Roman woman in a time when women are mere property, is forced to provide food and shelter for an entire northern British estate.  She trusts no one.

Alaric, fierce and proud Celtic warrior, and trusted lieutenant to the upstart British leader, Arthur, must have Diana’s estate to complete his mission. Failure would doom all of Britain.

Alaric and Diana reluctantly cooperate to ensure survival, but famine, Saxon raids, a harsh winter and the coniving of mutual enemies test their resolve.

A story of sacrifice, courage, loyalty and untimately, a love that erases the boundaries of culture and upbringing, providing hope for a better future for themselves and those who follow in their footsteps.

Get your copy of the novel that reviewers call “a work of written art” and “one of the best historical romances I have read this year.”

This book is part of the historical romance series, Jewels of Tomorrow.
Diana by the Moon
Heart of Vengeance

Ancient Historical Romance Novel





 

Praise for Diana by the Moon

Amazon Top 100 Best Seller
Amazon #1 Bestseller, Ancient World Historical Romance
Amazon #1 Bestseller, Historical Mystery, Thrillers and Suspense
Reviewer’s Top Pick, Romantic Times Magazine
Night Owl Reviews Reviewers’ Top Pick
All Romance eBooks Bestseller, Historical Romance
Frankfurt E-book Award nominee
Finalist, Emma Darcy Award
"Must Read" 2014 - Cocktails & Books

This novel drew me in so completely, so thoroughly, time just simply faded.  Diana by the Moon is a work of written art. Tracy Cooper-Posey has penned a beautiful story; of one woman’s courageous journey of self-discovery amidst turbulent times.  Love Romance Passion

With her dedication and sheer will, Diana is an enthralling and moving character. Alaric and Diana’s hot and delicious romance exceeds expectations. Another “can’t miss” by Cooper-Posey!  Night Owl Reviews

The innate need to love and be loved, captures the reader’s attention and heart. Tracy Cooper-Posey is a superb story teller and creates realist scenes of life and the struggles of that age. Lifts up hope for humanity and shows a remarkable, giving love that fills the heart with happiness. GOOD READING!  Long and Short Reviews

A fast-paced emotional story that will warm your heart and fire your blood. Gripping characters and descriptive writing makes this a book that you will want to read all over again. This reviewer had trouble putting this book down and found myself with tears in my eyes. Fallen Angel Reviews

A riveting, incredibly gripping and spell binding novel of suspense, drama and romance. The book is carefully researched and contains an amazing amount of detail to the time period. Diana by the Moon is one book this reviewer will never get rid of. Love Romances

What makes this book a good read is that the author has breathed such life into her characters. What comes across most strongly is the internal beauty and integrity of the characters. As an historian, I can attest that the historical background and ongoing story is quite plausible and well-constructed. Sharpwriter.com

It’s Alaric’s deep sense of honor and goodness that makes this sensitive tale so appealing. It’s a beautifully written novel with a distinctly different plot than most Arthurian books. I highly recommend Diana by the Moon. It’s well researched with two very strong and appealing lead characters. Romance Reviews Today

Presents a modern tale of passion against a historical backdrop of battle, honor, and chivalry. Ms. Cooper-Posey has a deft touch.  eBook Reviews Weekly

Diana by the Moon easily ranks as one of the best historical romances I have read this year. Tracy Cooper-Posey deftly blends historical detail with heart-touching romance, a beautifully rendered plot and compelling characters that will haunt you for days after you read the last page. The BookNook 

With this marvelous tale she perfectly captures the strength of her incredible heroine in prose which is distinctive, sharp, crisp and yet powerfully feminine.  Wordweaving
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Historical Note

King Arthur is an enduring myth in modern literature but there is little historical evidence of a real Arthur. Hints exist of a shadowy warlord who held the Saxons at bay for a few years at the end of the Fifth Century.

This was the Dark Ages, the period between the departure of the Roman legions from Britain and the conquering of the island by the Saxons. During that time the country was in chaos, bereft of leadership and organization. In the south-west, Celts were greater in number. In the north was the remnants of Roman colonization—Romano-British descendants of soldiers and settlers from Rome—centering on the old Roman military capital of Eboracum (modern day York).

In this story those Romano-British people are called simply “Romans”. The story begins about five years before Arthur achieved his decisive victory against the Saxons, Mons Badonicus, or, the Battle of Mount Badon—a rare historical fact that has come down to us from those times.




 

Geographical names

Ancient—Modern

Eboracum—Aberach, York

Lindum—Lincoln

Londinium—London

Luguvallium—Carlisle

Arbus—Aire




 

Chapter One

Britain, early winter, 469

“No son of mine fights with that Celtic bastard who dares to call himself Pendragon!” her father roared.

Diana hunched in her dark corner of the dining room, pulled her legs up on the divan and tucked her tunic hem beneath them. She made herself as unnoticeable as possible.

Verus stood squarely in front of their father and shook his head. “You’re not listening to me!”

Diana had heard this cry from her brother before but never had it been truer than now. Their father had taken one look at Verus’ square shield and long sword and his warrior’s clothing—utterly devoid of anything Roman—and Marcellus Aurelius had decided in that instant that Verus was wrong and this Arthur he spoke of so highly was a heathen upstart.

Verus should save his breath. The argument would end as it always did—with her father refusing to listen and Verus stomping off to cool his temper at the spring, Diana took the opportunity to let her gaze feast on Verus before he stalked from the room. She wanted to confirm that he was really here, alive and—

Oh! So different!

This was not the boy who had played with her, taught her to read and shared everything with her. This was a man who had seen things she had not. His strange clothes and weapons, even the way he spoke, hinted at exotic worlds and ways that made Diana feel left behind. She envied him his freedom. She would gladly pay the price he was paying to share it but that would never be.

Verus shook his dark head and Diana watched, fascinated, as he visibly hauled in his anger. War had changed him and tempered his spirit. He wouldn’t have been able to do that last winter.

“Father, if you could only speak to the man and learn of his plans for Britain—”

“By what authority does he claim ascendancy over Rome?” her father roared back.

“By the fact that the last legion left Britain over fifty years ago. Gods above—”

The oath caused Diana’s mother, Ursula, who had remained at the dinner table, to gasp. Her kohl-lined eyes widened. Diana too, was startled. Had Verus turned away from Christianity, as well? Mother would forgive him of all but that sin.

But Verus seemed unaware of his mother’s distress. His gaze remained upon his father. It was as if Verus were trying to persuade Marcellus with the power of his gaze. Verus spoke quietly but the intensity of his tone worked as effectively as a shout. “We are on our own here! They aren’t coming back. When will you accept that?”

“Accept it?”

Diana flinched back. Her father’s face was as red as turned leaves and two white lines ran from each corner of his mouth up past his nose. She could see a pulse beating at the corner of his throat, where the skin had begun to loosen and wrinkle.

Possibly alerted by some small noise Diana made, her mother swiveled and reached across the corner of the table to pinch Diana’s arm. The little sting made Diana jump.

“You! Go and get some wine! Make yourself useful at the very least, girl.”

Diana stood quickly, straightening the folds of her tunic and sidled past Ursula. If she didn’t obey at once, a slap would quickly follow the pinch.

Out of range of her mother’s quick hands, Diana moved slowly toward the door, delaying her exit for as long as possible. She did not want to miss anything.

Her father recovered from his indignation and drew in a long breath as she passed behind him. Diana tried to catch Verus’ eye. She wanted to give him an encouraging smile, but Verus was concentrating on her father.

Disappointed, Diana slipped out of the room. Behind her, her father began, “You are saying I should accept that a man with questionable parentage knows more about ruling Britain than Rome, who has administered Britain for generations—”

Diana regretfully shut the door, turning her father’s words to a muffled mumble behind the heavy oak. She wanted to hear more about Arthur but if she left the door open, the cold air wafting into the heated room would betray her eavesdropping. Her mother would not settle for a simple slap for such a transgression.

Shivering, Diana hurried down the covered verandah past the open doorway of the kitchen to the larder next door. She glanced out beyond the row of elegant columns edging the colonnade and looked toward the gates of the villa. It had grown fully dark since the evening meal had begun. From the stillness of the villa, Diana guessed that after the household had escaped the dining room when her father had first lost his temper, they had prudently decided to retire for the night. It meant she would have to climb to the upper shelves to get the wine herself. It was a dangerous stretch for someone her short height.

The larder, like the dining room and her parent’s bedchamber, had a proper door on it. She slid the copper bolt aside and slipped inside the room, then paused while her eyes became accustomed to the dark. Moving by feel alone, she stepped onto the bottom shelf, pulled herself up by gripping the third shelf and groped along the top until her fingers found a flask.

Wary of the passing time, she hurried back to the dining room with the wine and pushed the door open just enough to step inside, holding her breath.

Verus was gone and her father stood with one hand pressed against the wall, his head down and eyes closed. Her mother was sitting very still with her eyes on her husband. Wariness showed in her eyes and a tiredness that not even her finely applied kohl and ochre could hide. All her faded beauty had fled.

Diana felt her heart pick up speed, feeding on the air in the room. She moved to the table, silent except for the whispering slide of her tunic hem across the mosaics and handed her mother the wine.

“Pour it,” her mother commanded, barely moving her lips.

Her heart sank a little. Her plan to escape from the room died. She fumbled at the wax around the stopper then paused to pull out her knife and cut it away. The uneven blade, worn into odd curves from too many sharpenings, slipped and cut her other hand. Diana muffled her cry of pain and bit down on the wound to stop it bleeding.

“Heavenly Father…will you hurry?” her mother said in an undertone, shooting a fearful glance at Marcellus.

Her mother’s whispered words stirred her father. Diana sensed him walk over to his couch and sit down heavily. He pushed his goblet toward her, the metal scraping impatiently on the stone table.

Finally the wax fell from the stopper. Diana worked it out of the neck using her left hand for she did not dare let her blood spill on the table. The flask was heavy for one hand. As she poured, wine spilled over the rim of the goblet and spread across the table, jewel red in the light of the oil lamp. Her father leapt to his feet.

“Idiot!” he roared. His arm swung.

Diana threw herself back but was too late. Her father’s big hand caught the corner of her jaw and sent her sprawling across the mosaics, her hip and elbow taking the brunt of the impact.

“If you were any less useless, girl, I would have sold you as a slave years ago. Get out of my sight!”

Diana blinked her eyes, trying to clear her head, then rolled quickly onto her back before her stillness could be interpreted as disobedience.

Her mother was finishing the pouring but she looked up to sharply motion her head toward the door. Go! it meant. Diana climbed to her feet and hurried from the room, careful not to let the door slam.

* * * * *

Minna was sitting up waiting for her. Diana saw the pale disc of her little sister’s face hovering above the high bed in the far corner of the room. From the closer bed came quiet steady breathing. Her younger brothers, Marcus and Titus, were asleep. They were too young to let the tensions of the night disturb them. Diana envied them that.

“I had to put them to bed,” Minna whispered. There was little kindness in her tone for this was one of Diana’s tasks.

“Thank you,” Diana murmured. When she spoke her jaw ached but her hip and right arm were throbbing sharply, blanketing the ache. She could feel a minor stinging on the palms of her hands too. She must have scraped them when she fell.

Her acknowledgment had disconcerted Minna, for she was silent.

Diana crossed the room to her chest, opened it and fingered the few garments in there.

“Is Father letting Verus return to that army?” Minna’s voice was a little louder.

“I don’t know.” Diana felt warm thick wool, grasped the fabric and pulled out her cloak.

“I wager he doesn’t. Did you see how angry he was?” Minna’s voice rose with her excitement.

Diana’s hip protested hotly as she twisted to grasp the other side of her cloak and draw it around her. “I noticed.”

“You’re going out again?” Minna bounced up.

“Yes.” Diana tried to think of something to ease the abruptness of her reply but couldn’t. She needed to talk to Verus and that was all her tired mind could concentrate on.

“Where? Can I come too?”

“No, I’m going to find Verus.”

“He’ll be at the spring as always. Let me come! Please? I want to find out what Father was shouting at him.”

“It’s dark out. Time for young ladies to be in bed.”

“I’m ten years old! I’m not afraid of the dark!”

“Well you should be.”

“It’s winter. Saxons can’t cross the sea in winter, they get seasick. Everyone knows that.” Minna was derisive. “Please let me come with you.”

“God above, no! It’s not just Saxons.” She didn’t explain her sharpness but her mind skipped ahead. On Michaelmas, two months ago, a woman from a neighboring estate had set out for Eboracum in the morning. Her body had been found five days later in the Arbus. Although no one would tell Diana the full story, she suspected from the way women shook their heads and crossed themselves that the murdered woman had been interfered with, in the way men took women.

Diana had only to imagine Minna being caught by some desperate outlaw, his hands pawing her body while terror shadowed her perfectly formed face, to know that she could not risk Minna being outside the walls of the villa at night.

“I’m sorry,” Diana said, softening her tone. Her eyes were adjusted to the dark now. The full moon blazing through the uncovered doorway revealed the disappointment on Minna’s angelic face. The bow of her mouth dropped down and her enormous eyes seemed on the verge of tears. Even her skin had lost its glow. It was this sorrowful expression of hers that made Diana feel like the most hateful person on earth. Used in counterpoint to a rapturous smile made a person’s breath catch, Minna could generally change the mind of the most determined adult, including their father.

Remembering this, Diana tightened her resolve. “It’s too dangerous.” She kissed Minna’s forehead. “I’ll tell you everything tomorrow, including what father told Verus.”

“If it’s so dangerous why are you going?”

“Verus needs me.” Diana tucked Minna back under the blanket and patted her cheek, marveling as always at the softness of the skin. “Good night.”

“Good night.” Minna’s eyes were already closing.

When she left, Diana pulled the curtain over the doorway to keep in the warmth.

* * * * *

Verus was so still that even in the moonlight he was just a dark stone monolith hunched next to the spring. Diana felt a tinge of relief when she spotted him, for it was indeed chancy to be outside protective walls at night.

She climbed the slope with the hem of her tunic over one arm, for the grass was dew-soaked. When she reached the spring Verus relaxed. Above the trickle of water falling over the flat rock she heard his sword slide back into its scabbard.

“You shouldn’t be out here.” He was gruff.

“Neither should you.” She sat next to him and hugged him. Her arm didn’t quite reach around his shoulders.

The silence was comfortable. From the trees that started farther down the hill an owl hooted.

Verus sighed deeply. “I’m going back, Diana.”

“No! You can’t!” The protest was out before she could censor it. She straightened and turned to look at him. “I can’t believe Father gave his blessing!”

“He didn’t.”

“And you’re going anyway?”

He hung his head.

“But what about us? Your family?”

“Diana—”

“Who is this man, Arthur, who can command greater loyalty than your own family?”

“It’s not like that—”

“He’s a Celt, a bastard, a pagan who…who—”

“He’s a great man, Diana. His plans for Britain—”

“He’s an upstart!”

“You’re not listening to me!” Verus cried.

Diana’s protests scattered. He was right. “All I know is that he’s taking you away from me.”

“Don’t say that! I can stand Mother’s tears and Father’s censure. I can withstand everyone’s disapproval but yours.”

Diana couldn’t speak around the constriction in her throat—it was too painful to even swallow. Her vision blurred as tears formed and she let them fall.

“Agh—” His tone was dismayed. He pulled her roughly against him.

Diana winced as her arm twinged.

“What is it?” Verus loosened his hold. “Your arm?” He pulled her cloak aside. “Did Father hit you again?”

“I fell getting the wine down tonight,” Diana lied. When Verus’ fingers continued to probe her arm she added, “Truly, it is nothing. A bruise.” She wiped her tears away to see if Verus believed her.

His face was studiously blank but anger grew there. “Mother said nothing?”

“She didn’t see me fall.”

“Fall? Stars above! Nothing has changed, has it? I suppose Lucilla still ignores you too?”

“You know she’s busy with her own children.”

“I know that she’s the oldest daughter and every other daughter is considered a waste. But Minna is Father’s favorite—no, everyone’s favorite—and you get ignored. I’m going to speak to Father—”

“No!” Diana grasped his arm. “Please don’t!”

“It’s high time something was done. They should have found a husband for you seven years ago. You’re twenty-two—”

“Twenty-one.” Diana was unwilling to have unnecessary years added to her already advanced age.

“Twenty-one. How long are you willing to creep around the estate hoping no one notices you?”

“What else is there for me?” Diana asked reasonably. “Father has his one daughter. I’m extra, a waste. They can’t marry me off without a dowry. Not at my age. Minna’s lucky. With her looks there will be men aplenty willing to marry her when she’s of age. The only alternative for me is the convent north of Eboracum…and I would suffocate there.” She smiled to remove the challenge from her words. “What else is there?”

Verus sat for a long time, frowning. At last he said slowly, “There must be something.” His frown deepened. “I have learned something from Arthur’s army, Diana. If Britain is to survive, we must examine the old ways of doing things with new eyes. That is what you must do too. You need to find your place in the world.”

“This is my place.”

“Do you believe that? In here?” And he touched the center of her chest.

It was her turn to frown. In her mind a mist shifted, revealing hazy shapes. It was exciting, a hint of an unsuspected future. It was terrifying too. She struggled to see the whole shape of the idea as it slipped away. Then it was gone.

“There is nothing else for me. I am content with my place.” But even as she spoke, she questioned the opinion. The act of questioning established customs scared her—it was like a rebellion.

“Tell me about Arthur,” she said quickly.

Verus smiled as if he recognized that she was shepherding his attention away from her. “What do you want to know?”

“I want to know why you must defy your father, leave your family and risk traveling in winter to join him.”

“Traveling isn’t that risky, yet. Winter is late this year. But I need to go back very soon. Before winter does arrive.”

“Before the solstice?” Diana asked, appalled.

“Sooner. Perhaps even tomorrow.”

“But you just got here three days ago!”

“I know already that Father will never accept my plans. Besides, Arthur needs every man he can get.”

“Explain it to me!” Diana cried, feeling fresh tears building. “I want to know why. Why you?”

“It’s not just me, it’s many men. Hundreds of men have learned about Arthur’s plans and agree with them. Even here on the estate, the men I’ve spoken to have been curious, interested…”

“Why?”

“Arthur gives men hope in the future. It’s as if he knows, somehow, what is coming. As if he can see farther ahead than any man. He is determined to make what he sees happen.” Verus stood up, as if his enthusiasm couldn’t be contained while he was sitting. He faced Diana with one foot on the lip of the spring and spread his hands for emphasis as he spoke.

“Do you remember years ago when the farmers wanted their tithes lessened? Remember they marched to the villa and Father stood in front of them?”

“I remember.” She had been frightened and had hidden behind the oak tree to watch, unable to run away completely.

“Father stared the leader down. He just looked at him and the man gave up. Do you remember?”

She nodded.

“Arthur is like that, only…ten times stronger. When you look at him you can feel your soul being drawn to him.”

“He sounds evil.”

“He’s good, Diana. You would know that just by looking at him. He’s good and kind but he will not rest until he has achieved all that he can see in Britain’s future.” Verus’ face was alight with passion. When had he grown so tall? He was eye to eye with her father and his shoulders had filled out…he was truly a man. No, he was a warrior—Diana could even see a faded scar on his arm. It peeked beneath the folded-back edge of the thick cloak he had tossed over his shoulder. He was leaner too, as if he had spent a lot of time working hard and growing stronger.

Verus had run away last summer—May it was, for they had been completing the second plowing of the fallow fields. He had simply been her big brother then, confused and frustrated. He had come back a different person, alight from within, powered by an obsession with a man and a vague dream.

She shook her head. “I don’t understand,” she confessed, “and I don’t like it. It sounds foolish, Verus. An ordinary man chases a vision and you follow blindly. He has offered you nothing in return, no proof…how can you believe him?”

“There was no choice involved. I listened and I believed him. I wish you could do the same.”

“I wish I could too,” Diana admitted. “I wish I could run away with you.”

Verus rested his hand on her shoulder in sympathy. He reached under his cloak and withdrew something, which he held out to her. “Here.”

It was his knife with the bronze and jeweled hilt. Eboracus, the Bishop of Eboracum, had given him the knife upon his christening. Diana had seen it in his hand at every meal she had ever shared with him.

“I want you to keep it, Diana. That little thing of yours has long passed the time when it should have been replaced. This knife has a good blade and it is long enough to reach any vital organs.”

Diana had reached out to take the knife but recoiled at his words, shocked.

Verus laughed. He picked up her hand and placed the knife in it. “Keep it as a reminder of me if you prefer, my gentle Diana, and when you think of me, remember that I made you a promise.” He straightened up and put his hand on his chest, over his heart. “If you need me, send word. I will come.”

Diana weighed the knife in her hand. “Where you are going, you will need every blade you have.”

“The jeweled hilt gets in the way and holding it throughout a whole day of fighting…” He reached for his belt again and withdrew a long, heavy knife with a plain hilt. “This is a much better tool for my needs.”

Diana stared at it. “Where did you get it?”

“Spoils of war,” Verus said off-handedly. His casualness told her how much Verus had truly changed. He meant he had killed the previous owner of the knife in combat. She swallowed.

Verus held out his hand. “Come, I’ll walk you back to the villa.”

“Where are you going?” She accepted his hand and stood.

“I’m meeting some of the men tonight to tell them tales of my glorious life in Arthur’s army. Bedivere the Great!” He laughed and started down the hill with her.

“Bedivere?” It was the Celtic rendering of Verus. “You call yourself Bedivere, too?”

“It goes easier on most men’s tongues,” he said with a shrug. “There are no benefits in being from a Roman family there. Every man is equal.”

“Equal?” Diana gave a startled snort of laughter. It was another revolutionary idea, one that kept her occupied all the way back to the villa.

* * * * *

The screaming woke her.

Diana laid blinking away sleep and listening, puzzled, when the door curtain was thrown aside.

“Diana!” It was Lucilla’s voice.

Diana sat up. “What is it?” she asked her sister’s shadow.

“Wake the children and bring them to the triclinium. Hurry!”

Diana automatically reached for her cloak and girdle, while her mind dealt with a thousand questions. The screaming was coming from outside. Beneath the shrieks was a low heavy booming that filled her with foreboding, even though she did not recognize it. She shook Minna.

“What is happening? Why are the women screaming?” Diana asked Lucilla.

“Saxons!” Lucilla hissed, then spun away and was gone.

Coppery fear flooded Diana. Saxons! Here! She shook Minna harder, her own body trembling violently. She now knew what the booming noise was.

The Saxons were ramming the gates to the villa.

As soon as Minna roused, Diana pulled her out of bed and threw her cloak around her shoulders. She scooped up Titus, the smallest and pushed him into Minna’s arms. Diana picked up Marcus, who snuggled sleepily on her hip, then pushed Minna out of the room ahead of her.

Predawn light filled the sky. By the stout villa gates, short Roman sword in hand, Ambrosius stood with Lucilla. As Diana and Minna hurried along the verandah to the dining room, Lucilla turned and ran for the wing where she and Ambrosius and their boys lived.

Diana pushed open the heavy door and they moved inside.

Her father was standing at the main table, his arms up in the air, while her mother buckled the fastenings of his grandfather’s old legionnaire armor. At the sight of the polished chest plate, Diana felt dizzy. Her father was too old to be fighting!

Yet he had to fight.

Diana put Marcus on his feet and pushed him toward the divan, where Minna curled up with Titus. The little boy ran over and climbed up with his siblings and sat watching, his eyes enormous.

Ursula stepped back from her husband and picked up the short sword from the table. Her eyes met Diana’s and Diana saw tears glistening there. Ursula turned back to strap the sword around Marcellus’ waist.

“Hurry, woman!” her father hissed, his voice trembling.

Lucilla came into the room weeping, shepherding her three boys with her.

Marcellus’ jaw clenched. “No tears, daughter. We are Romans. Have Verus and the others gone to defend the gate?”

“Oh, Father! He’s not here! Verus has gone and so have nearly all the men—slaves, freedmen, even the farmers! Gone!”

“Gone where?”

“Sosia told me—they left last night. They’re going to join the Pendragon. Ambrosius is out there alone. Father, we’re completely defenseless!”

Marcellus’ face grew gray and mottled. “Gone? Left us? All of them?” he whispered.

“Mama!” Minna wailed, reaching for Ursula, who pulled her daughter into her arms.

“Hush, child.” Ursula looked to her husband expectantly.

Alarmed Diana stepped closer. “Father?” she whispered. She saw his lips working but no sound emerged.

Outside, the heavy pounding on the outer gates was punctuated by sharp cracking and a strange tearing sound. Triumphant cries sounded.

“The gates have been breached,” Lucilla breathed.

“Mother of god save us!” Ursula invoked.

Lucilla whirled and slammed the door shut. She pushed the bolts home, weeping again.

Diana caught her father’s hand. “Father?”

His hand suddenly clenched hers, mashing her fingers together and a rictus of pain contorted his face. His right hand grabbed at the metal over his breast.

“Mother!” Diana cried out in warning as her father began to fall.

Ursula pushed Minna aside and leapt to help Diana lower Marcellus to the floor. His whole body was contorting with pain.

“The armor! Get it off!” Ursula ordered.

Diana worked frantically on the old leather buckles, her fingers trembling and unwieldy.

Shockingly, the door to the dining room shuddered under an almighty blow.

Ursula looked up, her eyes wide with fear.

“Lucilla!” Minna screamed.

Diana whirled around to Lucilla. Her sister had Marcellus’ sword and as Diana turned, Lucilla pushed the sword deep into her body and sagged to the floor. “I go to join Ambrosius,” Lucilla whispered weakly. “They will not reach me there.”

Minna screamed again, a wordless cry of protest.

Another blow on the door dislodged the bolt and the door quivered aside. Diana leapt to her feet and backed away from the doorway, away from the warriors with metal helmets who stood on the other side with their bloody battle axes glinting in the rays of the rising sun.

They boiled into the room, dozens of them and the smell of hot blood came with them. The women and children, all who were alive in the room, shrieked and fell back.

From between their ranks stepped the tallest of them all. He was a huge man with a dirty beard which curled over his thick belt. He looked around, sizing up the room.

Diana looked to her mother for it was Ursula’s place to stand before their attackers. Her mother lay across her husband’s body, her eyes glazed and empty. From beneath her glinted the handle of her husband’s sword.

Diana held back her cry of dismay and horror. They had deserted her and the younger ones—all of them had escaped and left her alone to face her fate.

She glanced at Minna, who held Lucilla’s three boys and Titus and Marcus. They were shivering, watching her.

If Diana had ever doubted how insignificant her place was in the family—her place and the place of those trusting children she looked at now—then she doubted it no longer.

She barely hesitated. With a cry that sounded like an animal in pain, a cry she would never have thought herself capable of sounding, she spun and rushed at the Saxons. She had no idea what she intended.

The leader dealt with her with an ease that astonished her. She was flung across the room to smash against the wall with a solidness that stopped her breath and made her groan. Knowing there was no other choice, she turned and rushed back at him again.

He grabbed her arm and she froze as his knife pushed against her throat. He laughed, showing foul teeth amid the hairy lips.

He spoke a badly accented Latin. “Peace, woman. Dead I do not want you yet. There is fun to be had first.” Again he roared with laughter, his men laughing with him. As he laughed, his glance took in Minna and the boys and his laugh grew louder.

Fear grabbed Diana’s throat and clenched her stomach. But cold reason whispered to her. I am alive. I’m alive and while I breathe still I will do whatever I must to keep us all alive. I, Diana, swear this by whoever listens.

From the corner of her eye she saw the old wall fresco of the moon goddess, Diana, smiling upon her.




 

Chapter Two

470, one year later

The knife bit deeply into the sheep’s throat and blood gushed from the wound. Sosia pulled the knife out, her hand moving in a practiced sweep and let the animal’s head go. She stepped back. As the sheep’s kicks weakened, the blood flowed onto the earth and formed a large round pool.

Diana felt her stomach and heart were about to seize. She wanted to cover her eyes and turn away but everyone was watching her so she used the hand she had raised to her mouth to rub at her chin thoughtfully. Hot beads of sweat sprang out at her temples and the need to bathe was almost irresistible.

Thank god she’d had the foresight to send Minna back to the threshing! If she had seen this…

Sosia crossed her arms, the hand holding the bloody knife on top and glanced at Diana for approval. She stood a head and shoulders higher than Diana and there was more dignity in her round, protruding cheekbones and squared shoulders, more wisdom in her odd blue eyes and unwavering stare than Diana could ever aspire to—for all that Sosia’s people had been conquered and enslaved three generations ago.

“Thank you, Sosia. Can you slaughter all the sheep that I picked out? Or do you want someone to help you?”

“This, I can do.” She stooped down to peer into Diana’s face. “They will feed us throughout winter. You know that.”

Diana nodded. The knowledge was burned into her mind from endless worry.

“Diana!” Marcus appeared from around the corner of the barn, his tattered cloak flapping. “They want you at the thresher for counting!”

“I will come now.” She looked at Sosia and the other women standing around the pen. Some of them looked a little pale too—the women who had not been farmers’ wives, who had spent their days indoors.

Well, we’re all forced to learn new skills these days. She straightened her spine. “Once Sosia has finished, you will need to hang the carcasses for draining,” she told the women. “Then Sosia will show you how to skin them.”

Diana took Marcus’ hand and walked slowly, heading for the gates of the villa. She hoped her pace looked dignified but in truth her legs were unsteady. It wasn’t until they turned the corner of the villa wall that she could draw a proper breath.

Once around the corner she stopped and leaned against the wall, her head hanging.

“Diana? Are you ill?” Marcus asked. “Should I get Sosia?”

Diana forced herself to breathe steadily. “I’m fine,” she assured the boy and tried to smile. When she could, she straightened and started to walk again.

She checked the fields as she walked. They were laid out between the villa walls and the old Roman road that ran as straight as an arrow down the middle of the dale, heading for Lindum. Ermine Street, it was called.

The fields were harvested—a giant achievement. There had been virtually no grain for sowing. Diana had spent days sweeping out the furthest corners of the grain stores, picking up fallen seed one forgotten grain at a time. They had planted less than half the usual fields. But they had grown and the summer harvest would give them a slight surplus for seed.

Marcus tugged her hand when they reached the yawning gateway, drawing her inside. The gates lay to one side, a pile of broken beams and iron. Every time she saw them, Diana reminded herself to have new gates built. But in a whole year she’d had no time to think beyond the need to provide food for the thirty-one people who were depending upon her to keep them from starving.

Besides, there was no one here with the strength to hew the trees or the skill to make the gates. Perhaps after Christmas she could go to Eboracum to search for a woodsmith. But first they must put aside food enough to survive the winter.

Women had been threshing grain for generations, so this task Diana knew she could leave unsupervised. The small sacks of grain were piled against the wall in rows ready for her to count and record before it was stored, just as it had been all her life. The rows were pitifully few.

She approached the waiting women. “You’ve finished? Good.”

They gathered around her, pleased with her approval. “No thanks to Alfie’s help!” one jested, pushing at a red-headed woman amongst them.

The red-head laughed, pushing back. “I did my share.”

Then came a cry that chilled Diana to the marrow and stopped her heart.

“Saxons!”

Diana whirled to face the gateway, trying to speak and failing.

Sosia’s son, a boy of ten, stood on the top of the wall. He pointed toward the Roman road. “Armed horsemen! Lots of them!”

Someone behind her screamed and the sound released Diana’s own fear. Her gaze fell on the sacks of wheat. Dear Lord! The food for winter—if that were stolen they would not survive the year.

“Quickly!” she told the women. “Take one sack of wheat between two and one child and head for the old beacon at the top of the hill.”

“They’re heading this way!” yelled Sosia’s son.

Marcus tugged her hand. “What about the women in the barn?”

“Alfie, go by way of the barn and warn them.” Quickly, Diana sent messengers to the scattered pockets of people around the estate. She sent Sosia’s son into the forest to gather the children picking nuts, to keep them hidden among the trees.

Diana grabbed a sack of wheat and raced through the house for the postern gate that led out onto the hillside behind the villa. She was outside among the trees before a thought bought her to a skidding halt.

Minna!

* * * * *

“There was definitely a child standing on the wall, sir.”

Alaric nodded. “Yes.”

“And the fields have been tilled recently,” Griffin added.

“Badly,” added Rhys, ever the cynic. “Look at those rows! I could plow a straighter furrow blind drunk with a poxy bull in front of me.”

“You know that from experience, of course.” Griffin grinned.

Rhys swiped at him with his fist but Griffin had already moved his horse out of the older man’s reach.

Alaric smiled at their banter, then turned his concentration upon the villa ahead and the hill behind. The peak was a rocky plateau thrusting out of the tree line. It was perfect for his needs.

He looked back at the villa. He’d have to cajole the owner into cooperating.

Rhys pushed his horse level with Alaric’s and nodded toward the villa. “Looks Roman.”

“Yes.”

“Course, round these parts you couldn’t throw a stone without hitting a Roman.”

“True.”

“You want to explain to me what Arthur had in mind, sending you of all people in among the thickest congregation of Romans in Britain? Mithras!”

“Arthur knows what he’s doing. He doesn’t explain himself to me.” Alaric looked straight into Rhys’ eyes. “And that’s the last time I allow you the freedom to question Arthur’s orders. Clear?”

Rhys looked away. After a moment he nodded his grizzled head. “Clear,” he said roughly. “I apologize.”

Alaric clapped him on the back. “Good man.”

They reached the gateway. “They aren’t afraid of much. No gates!” Griffin commented.

“They had gates all right,” Rhys said dryly, “and they’ve had their share of trouble too.” He spat on a pile of discarded timber and iron as they passed by. “Those gates were breached by a battering ram or I’m the son of Lucifer.”

Their horses’ hooves echoed flatly in the deserted yard. As the rest of the company filed in, Alaric looked around. The courtyard was about a hundred and fifty paces a side. An ancient gnarled oak skulked in the front corner. In summer it would spread welcome shade but now it hunched darkly against the iron-gray sky, dripping tears from an earlier shower.

“Sir!” Griffin whispered, drawing Alaric’s attention. The boy nodded toward the house proper, lining half of the yard. Ten paces from the graceful columns bordering the tile verandah stood a young girl. Her huge eyes were wide with shock.

“She looks ready to bolt at the slightest noise,” Rhys said quietly.

“Where is everyone else?” Griffin asked, puzzled.

“Scattered,” Alaric replied. “If they’ve had trouble before, they’ll be wary about armed men approaching them.” He looked behind him. “Stay here,” he told his men. “If we panic her we’ll never find the rest of the household. Griffin, Rhys, come with me.”

He slid down from his horse and threw the reins to one of the men. Griffin and Rhys followed him.

Alaric moved toward the girl. Closer, he saw that fear kept her pinned down—pure terror. There was no curiosity at all.

“We mean you no harm,” he called out as he reached her. He lowered his voice. “Where are your kin, child?”

She gave no answer. From between her legs urine trickled and puddled at her feet.

Rhys gave a snort of disgust. “For Mithras’ sake, we’re not going to eat you, girl!”

At the sound of Rhys’ gruff battle-roughened voice, the girl’s eyes rolled up and she fell to the ground in a tired, boneless heap.

“Dear god!” Griffin whispered, horrified. “You’ve killed her!”

Rhys cleared his throat. “I did no such thing!”

“It’s all right. She’s simply fainted or some such thing.” Alaric pushed his sword aside and crouched down to check the girl was still breathing. In repose her face was irresistibly beautiful. Flawless, as only a child’s could be before life stamped its lines and markers. Before his reaching hand made contact there came a piercing, alarming cry from inside the house. It was a war cry.

Alaric leapt to his feet as Rhys and Griffin both drew their swords.

From the far corner of the verandah came a tiny man in trews and tunic, a knife in his upheld hand, his face contorted with rage. He raced along the verandah, leapt onto the dirt and ran toward them. Alaric knew he was protecting the child—he thought they meant the girl harm.

He was almost upon them before Alaric thought to draw a weapon, so astonishing was the idea that this little person would attempt to attack fully armed soldiers.

Griffin and Rhys stepped in front of him. When the man leapt, Griffin, the taller, caught his knife hand and Rhys, the heavier, buried his elbow in the man’s stomach, snapping him over and pushing the wind from him.

And a long tightly bound skein of hair swung over and brushed the dirt.

“Hell’s hounds…it’s a woman!” Rhys gaped at the woman hanging between Rhys’ and Griffin’s grip on her arms. She was trying to draw in air with temporarily stunned muscles, her head hanging down.

Rhys and Griffin looked accusingly at Alaric, their expressions both guilty and defiant at once. Alaric knew what they were thinking. How could you let us hurt a woman like this?

Alaric pondered on what to do. The woman had plainly meant him harm and she had been armed too. As he wavered, she breathed in noisy jerks and that decided him.

“Rhys, sit her on the ground. Griffin, move the little one out of the damp air.”

Rhys lowered the woman until she was seated while Griffin picked up the unconscious child and took her under the verandah roof.

Alaric crouched in front of the woman. She leaned on one hand, holding the other to her chest. Prudently, he kept his hand on his knife hilt.

“Don’t fight to breathe,” he told her. “Relax, and it will come. If you fight, it will take longer.”

She understood, for her shoulders lowered as she followed his instructions. Her breath immediately eased. It shallowed but drew easily.

“Stay seated,” he advised her. “You’ll be dizzy for a moment or two.”

She nodded, keeping her head lowered.

“We’re friend, not foe…you understand?”

Again, the nod.

“Where is everyone else?”

“Hiding,” she said, her voice low.

“I need to speak to the head of the household. Who owns this estate? What is his name?”

“The owner’s name is Diana, daughter of the late Marcellus Aurelius.” She looked up then. She had eyes the same deep blue hue as the sky late in the evening, the blue rimmed with black. Eyes startling in their strange coloring. She looked straight into his. “You speak to me.”

* * * * *

Rhys turned his back so the woman and all those ranked behind her would not hear. “Sir,” he addressed Alaric. “You can’t deal with a woman over a matter like this!”

“Why not?”

Rhys looked surprised. “She’s a woman!” he said, as if that was explanation enough.

Alaric suppressed a smile. “You heard her as well as I. Her father is dead and there are no older brothers. She is clearly in control of the people here. So it is she I must deal with.”

Rhys’ craggy face looked troubled.

Alaric shrugged. “Do you wish to return to Caer Leon? Will you explain to Arthur that you failed to follow his orders because you would not deal with a woman?”

“There are other hills!” Rhys protested

“Not on the direct line from Eboracum that we need. This one is perfect.”

Rhys’ unhappiness deepened and Alaric patted his shoulder. “Cheer up!”

“It’s not right,” Rhys grumbled.

Alaric moved around Rhys to where the woman stood waiting, her arms crossed tightly. “My lady,” he acknowledged.

“Diana will do,” she said coolly, lifting the sharp chin to look at him. She was tiny. Her head barely reached his breast and the people who stood behind her were all taller than her, yet she was clearly their leader.

Her defiance was surely bravado. She seemed too delicate to defend herself. Her figure under the manlike garb was small and her face was finely proportioned. The lifted chin and high well-defined cheekbones emphasized narrow, hollow cheeks and a high forehead. She was all bone. The impression of fragility was increased by her hair— pulled back tightly behind her head so that no locks strayed and the shape of her small head was clearly outlined.

But her intelligent expression and the gleam of quick thought in her odd eyes gave lie to her less than substantial appearance. She had no trouble looking him straight in the eye. Her own eyes had dark smudges underneath them. That was the product of long-term exhaustion and lack of sleep, he judged. But she had her full wits about her.

Behind her, the reassembled members of her household stood watching his every move, suspicion and wariness emanating from them like a wave of heat.

Romans. Alaric gave a mental sigh.

“What do you want here?” she demanded, surprising him.

“My name is Alaric,” he began, attempting to ease her into a more cooperative frame of mind. “I am an officer in the army of Arthur, the Pendragon.” He meant simply to establish his identity but the effect was the same as if he had said he was a barbarian from the east. Her face grew stony, the nostrils flared and her jaw rippled under the tightly drawn skin. For a moment hurt flickered in her eyes before it was washed away in a flood of fury.

“Then you have no business here.” Her voice was low, controlled.

“On the contrary. Arthur charged me with establishing a line of signal beacons between Lindum and Aberach and—”

“Aberach? You mean Eboracum?”

Alaric mentally cursed. Merlin had warned him the Romans were apt to take offense at the British version of their city’s name.

“My apologies—I do mean Eboracum. I am here to set up beacons and to establish a cavalry outpost in this area.”

“What have I to do with your orders?” When she was not controlling her tone, her voice was naturally low pitched and mellow. It was surprisingly pleasant to his ear.

“I have set the beacons from Lindum to here. I have one last beacon to set before Eboracum itself. The hill behind this villa is the hill I need.”

“No.” Her response was quick, without consideration.

“There are no other suitable summits in the area. This hill has a clear line of sight to the next beacon.”

From behind Diana a tall, deeply tanned middle-aged woman carrying a suckling infant stepped up close to Diana’s shoulder. “There has been a beacon atop the hill since Constantine’s time,” she said, her voice slow, placid. Deceptively placid, Alaric realized. The woman’s eyes were shrewd.

Diana shook her head. “No.”

Puzzled, he tried again. “We would not interfere with the day-to-day workings of the estate. It is only the summit we need. There would be two men there at all times—”

“I said no!”

At her exclamation, Alaric’s men’s heads lifted from the tight circle they had gathered into. They’d started a dice game.

He turned back to Diana. There were two angry lines slashing between the arched brows and her jaw was tight. She would not prove easy to coax.

He wanted that hill! The beacon was strategically vital. There was no other way to send an alarm across Britain in a matter of moments. They had learned in the last four years of campaigning against the Saxon invaders that mobility and speed were their crucial advantages.

One last time. He gathered his patience. “We must have the hill, my lady. It is important to Arthur’s campaign against—”

“I don’t care,” Diana interrupted. “Why should I?”

“He fights for all of Britain,” he said truthfully.

“Then where was he when we needed that force?” Diana’s mouth twisted with bitterness. “Your Pendragon is good at calling men to his banner but he takes them from where they are needed most. Find yourself another hill, warrior. You are not welcome here.”

Alaric stared at her, flummoxed. “Romans,” he said at last, with a snort of disgust. They were impossible to reason with.

Her face tightened even more, the eyes narrowing. The people behind her stirred, muttered.

“Leave here at once,” she said. Her tiny frame was vibrating with anger. She glanced down at his waist then drew herself up straight, in direct challenge. Behind her the tall, tanned woman stepped another protective pace closer.

Alaric realized that he was convulsively clutching the hilt of his sword. He forced his hand to loosen and drop to his side. Taking the hill by force was against every tenet that Arthur fought for. They would be no better than the Saxons they were trying to rid from the land. Or the Romans who had taken what they wanted at the point of a sword too.

He took a step back, placating, then turned and strode back to his horse and calling for Rhys and Griffin to gather the men. He climbed onto his horse and wheeled its head for the gate, careful not to look back.

Romans! He growled under his breath. Damn her!

* * * * *

Diana did not move while the soldiers filed through the gateway.

“Was that wise, Diana?” Sosia
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