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            "He beheld in a dream two dragons fierce,
One red as flame, one pale as ash.
They battled in air with bitter cries—
A token of war, and doom to come."
— Layamon's Brut
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The Prophecy
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“Merlin! Merlin!” cried the king, Ludd the Old – Ludd Hen in Brythonic – as he ran from his solar, his majordomo huffing and puffing to keep up with him. Outside, a tremendous storm was raging, thunder shaking the walls like the onslaught of a mighty army with siege machines, lightning flashing so often and so brilliantly that he had no need of a lamp.

Suddenly, Merlin appeared before him, as if he had been projected there by that last blast of lightening. His drooping nightcap and capacious nightgown were not so very different from his daytime attire, and that long white beard and piercing blue eyes were the same as always.

Ludd Hen stopped in his tracks, his majordomo nearly committing the indignity of bumping into him.

“Dragons!” wailed the king. “Dragons whirling around my tower and fighting. They’ll bring it down!”

“It is just the storm,” Merlin reassured him, leading him to an arched window.

Sure enough, there were no dragons. It seemed that a whirlwind was blowing around Ludd’s tower. That tower was his great folly, built to be the crowning glory of his new caer which he intended to be his capital, and which he named after himself, Caer Ludd Hen. The tower was known as The Tower of Ludd Hen. As they watched, the whirlwind glowed red and white and the colours mingled before fading away.

“Just a storm,” Merlin repeated.

But Ludd Hen was insistent. “I saw them. They were real!”

Merlin sighed. He would have to hear the old king out before he could get any peace.

“Tell me what you saw.”

“First a flock of eagles flew in on the storm and perched on the top of my tower. Then a red dragon drove them away, and then a white dragon appeared and they fought each other, whirling around my tower as you saw.”

“I saw clouds.”

“Don’t try to fob me off, Merlin,” said the king, angry and afraid. “I saw eagles and dragons, and I want to know what it means.”

Merlin sighed again. His eyes rolled up, showing only the whites, and he went into a trance and prophesied:


“Yr Eryrod a wna rai i Albion

a bydd am 500 mlynedd yn aros.

Yna y Almaeneg march ar y Saith Bryn

a’r Eryrod a ehedant ymaith...




“The Eagles shall come to Albion

and for 500 years shall stay.

Then the German shall march

on the Seven Hills

and the Eagles shall fly away.



“But the Red Dragon, led by The Fair

shall pursue them as far as Rome,

and then they shall turn

and tear him apart

and send him, sorrowing, home.



“A Blue Mermaid shall usurp the crown

with many a Painted One,

but when they are ordered

back to The Wall

they’ll laugh in her face and stay on.



“The Curse of the Crow

shall rouse the White Wyvern

who shall swim the German Sea

and engage the Red Dragon

and The Painted Ones

in a battle for mastery.




Though the blood of the Red

and the blood of the White

shall mix on a future day,

and the White Dove shall bring

his blessing of peace

till the Raven drives him away.





“But what does it mean?” wailed Ludd Hen like a backward pupil complaining to his teacher.

Merlin, breathing deeply, was coming round slowly. He seemed to collect himself, then gave the king a piercing look.

“It means what it says.”

“But...”

“But you have no need to worry about it because it won’t happen for 500 years, by which time you’ll be long dead.”

“Was it real or a vision?”

“There is no difference.”

“Merlin, please, don’t talk in riddles. Whatever it was, don’t let it come back.”

Merlin breathed another heavy sigh. A prophecy was hard enough, but binding dragons was a different matter altogether. He would need a good night’s sleep first.

“Very well, my lord,” I will send them away and bind them so they can’t come back – in your lifetime, at least. Of course, they will come back. The prophecy says so, and then there’ll be a battle the like of which has never been seen in Albion.”

And with that, Ludd Hen had to be satisfied.
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Gloom in Saxland


[image: ]


Ebissa’s hall was the finest in Saxland, but to Rowena, it was just a shack. She had been used to marble palaces, and mosaic floors, heated by hypocaust, not wooden huts, strewn with rushes, heated by smoky, eye-stinging fires. But worse of all was her home-spun kirtle, coarse-woven, clumsy and ill-fitting, dully coloured with vegetable dyes. She had rescued some of her fashionable finery, but Ebissa’s hall would surely spoil it; one step outside would splatter it with mud and the fine material would tear and snag on the rough-hewn benches and trestle tables. But all this was nothing to the pain in her heart. She had lost her uncle at the battle of Wippodsfleot, and worse, far worse, she had lost her lover, Wulf, in the retreat from Burh Conan. They had loved each other for a long, long time, but it seemed to Rowena that the very day they had come together, she had lost him forever.

“I feel like a fishwife in this place!” she complained. “It’s dirty and it stinks, and I’m dirty and I stink and there’s nothing but tub of cold water to bathe in!”

Mildreth just laughed. After all, Ebissa’s hall really was the finest in Saxland – far more comfortable than her father’s bothy – and as for bathing in a tub, why? Her family didn’t even possess a tub and had to bathe in the river.

But the discomfort of life without a hypocaust was nothing to the pain in her heart. She had lost her uncle at Rhyd yr Afael, and worse, far worse, she had lost her lover, Wulf, in the retreat from Burh Conan. They had loved each other for a long, long time, but it seemed to Rowena that the very day they had come together, they had been torn apart.

To make matters worse, her father, Hengest, was in a black mood. He paced up and down wondering if it would ever stop raining so that he could ride to the towns and villages in a vain attempt to build up his army. But even at times when the weather was fine, it did not go well, for what could he offer? He had no money or land this time, just the prospect of an uncertain fight.

Rowena walked across the mead-hall, avoiding the puddles under the dripping thatch, and looked outside through an unglazed window at a cluster of huts in a muddy field, and beyond them a brooding mass of impenetrable forest. Beyond that, far to the west, was Britannia.

Rowena’s melancholy turned to anger and the shieldmaiden once again stirred within her. Impractical plans flitted through her mind; she would worm her way into Vortimer’s palace on some excuse – then she would kill him. These thoughts caused her to grip the hilt of the small seax, Tyrfing, that hung at her belt. Yes, she would use this very seax to cut the king’s throat and avenge her lover.

Then she heard in her head a voice from the past. It was Hildeburh teaching her about the power of her womanly weapons; the charms of Freya. As she turned this over in her mind, a better plan began to form. She would go to Britannia – that would be easy! for after all, she was still its queen, if only in name – but she had the right, and a beautiful woman is always welcome. What then? She would use her “womanly weapons”. Vortimer was no saint, and would surely succumb. Then she would get him alone – and knife him! – no, poison, was better, it would give her time to get away before he died.

A touch on her shoulder made her jump and interrupted her bloodthirsty scheming.

“Why do you brood?” asked Harfeax. He had known her since she was born, and he felt a duty to look after her.

She did not answer at first. She only gestured toward the muddy world outside the hall.

“It rains in Britannia,” he said. “Have you forgotten?”

“Yes,” she replied. “But not in here.” She touched her chest.

He tried to cheer her. “Look,” he said, holding up his lyre. “Shall I sing you a song?”

At the sight of it, a new idea came to her. A minstrel was welcome in any court, and Harfeax spoke both Latin and Brythonic.

“Not now, Harfeax,” she said. “But if you want to help me, there is something you can
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