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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were — and remain — landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Author’s Note


This is a work of the imagination, not of history, nor yet a translation. We know nothing about the Battle of Cattraeth, neither when it was fought, nor against whom, nor where, apart from what we read in the surviving ninety-seven elegies which go under Aneirin’s name. We do not even know how long after the battle they were written down in their present form. But this is the setting in which the battle must have taken place.


The chapter headings and their translations are taken from the edition of John Williams ab Ithel, published in 1852.
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Carasswn disgynnu yg Cattraeth gessevin


Gwert med yg kynted a gwirawt win







I could wish to have been the first to shed my blood in Cattraeth


As the price of the mead and the drink of wine in the Hall.





I wish that I had been the first to shed my blood before Cattraeth. But it is now that I pay the price for the wine and mead of the feasts in Mynydog’s Hall. Late, indeed, I came to the feasts.


I came in the afternoon to sight of the Rock of Dumbarton. I had with me Aidan, son of Cormac King of the Northern Coasts, whose Judge I had been through the winter. Not a King like you find in the South. We walked across all his Kingdom to hear his people’s quarrels and judge them and settle the prices in five days. He had perhaps, in a desperate time, four hundred men who could bear arms, and those arms would only be their axes, or scythe-heads tied to long poles. There were only five swords in the whole Kingdom, and one cape of mail that Cormac wore. But he was a King, just as Evrog the Wealthy was King in Dumbarton, and Uther in Camelot, Theodoric in Rome and Zeno in Byzantium and Clovis in Gaul.


I climbed the rock of Dumbarton with Aidan before me and Morien the charcoal-burner whose father no one knew behind me. Steep that rock is, and the path is beaten earth, not stone cut into steps as they say is the path to Camelot. All the harder for an enemy, Evrog used to say. All the harder for his own men, labouring up with bags of salt and casks of water, with carcasses of meat and dried salmon and bales of hay for the horses. All the harder too for the horses when they were brought down to exercise in the plain. And hard for me.


Yet that hard climb up the rock was for me the beginning of my journey to Cattraeth. From this place, Evrog ruled his vast kingdom, Strathclyde and Galloway to the borders of Cumbria. He was hard pressed by the Scots who came flooding in from Ireland, and it was certain that if they did not come to stay this year, then they would some day soon. So had Cormac’s father come thirty years ago. In the East, Evrog was always at loggerheads with Mynydog King of Eiddin, although they never came quite to open war: their enmity was more a matter of pinpricks and cattle-raids and hiring poets to sing satires and scurrilous verses against each other. And now, the Savages who had taken the attention of the King of Eiddin for long enough were come far west enough to attack Galloway from the South. This was, I thought a more serious thing than any settlements of the Scots from Ireland, because they were all Christian and worshipped the Virgin: and the people there are the same as we are, only differing in their way of speech, honouring poets and smiths and all makers far above any soldier or King. But the Savages do not live in this Roman way, and there is no understanding them.


Yet Evrog was cheerful enough all the time I knew him, saying that there was no other way for a King to live in such a situation. If once he stopped to shed a tear he would weep for ever.


Evrog’s Gatekeeper knew me well. He was Cynon, son to Clydno who was King Mynydog’s Judge. Cynon had been to the South beyond the wall, and had learned to read several words of obvious utility like deus and rex and poena and tributum from Cattog the Wise in the School of Illtud. He had seen great cities with his own eyes, Chester and Gloucester and Caerleon. But he had not wished to be a Bishop, as he could easily have been, since he had no wish to live walled up and at the beck and call of any little monk who wanted to be ordained, so he came home, and was now Captain of the Household to Evrog. Now, they tell me, Cynon is a great man, and for all that his arm is crooked at the elbow and cannot strike a blow, he stands as Judge at Arthur’s throne. Seeing me, as he was coming out of the Hall to blow the horn for the King’s dinner, he shouted out the words I did not want to hear, ‘Make way for Aneirin! Behold the Chief Bard of the Isle of Britain. Stand aside all, that the greatest Poet of Rome may pass!’


Once I would have thought that my due, less than my due indeed, and everyone in the Island knew it, and there was no boasting in acknowledging the truth. But now – I was no longer a Bard, though the bitter words were spoken and could not be called back.


I walked through the gate into the Dun of King Evrog, all set around with spiked logs the height of a man, with stables for a hundred horses and three hundred men, safe against the Irish. Evrog’s Hall was not of stone as are palaces in the South, with pillars of marble and roofs sheeted with gold and the walls covered with magic pictures. Not even Evrog here in the North could pay for those workmen from far away to bring their magic to his Dun: no man born in the Island has the art now of cutting stone by spells. He had lately new built the Hall in the Roman manner, with straight sides and a rounded end in which he set his High Table. The logs of the walls were thick and the chinks well stuffed with mud and seaweed, and the thatch was of oatstraw, which is better than reeds.


Evrog was wealthy. He showed his wealth, hanging tapestry from the walls and weapons from the pillars. He showed forty swords, and with mail and axes and spears he could send forth a Household, mounted, of a hundred men, and this was, at the time, more than any King had ever done in the Island from the beginning of time. So the whole of this immense Hall, forty or fifty paces long, glittered with iron. It glittered, because beside the fire in the centre Evrog would burn rush lights, dipped in tallow, twenty or thirty at a time, to light the feast. You will understand therefore that a feast in Evrog’s Hall was a scene of magnificence such as few even in the South see more than once in a year.


I went in and sat low at the table. All Evrog’s great landowners were there, looking at me, and knowing me, and saying nothing, seeing that I was sitting where I wanted to sit. They thought perhaps that I was come to recite a Satire on Evrog paid for by Mynydog, or even by some Irish King, that would do half the business of a war. I have destroyed whole armies in my time with my verses: before I rode to Cattraeth.


Then Cynon, standing now at the High Table, for would you have him sit outside all the time and miss his supper, blew his horn again, and the great ones of Evrog’s Court filed in.


Evrog’s Judge came first, and then his Butler and his Treasurer, his Steward and his Manciple, his Bailiff and the Master of his Horse, the more important coming later. There was a harper in the Hall, but no Bard, since Evrog’s Bard had died the year before, so that Evrog entered, and his Queen with him, and his principal guest last of all.


When the Queen went to pour the first cup for Cynon, and then for her King, as is right, I bowed my head low so that the man who now sat at Evrog’s right should not see me. But he did see me, and spoke to the King. Then Cynon, drinking, blew the Horn for the third time, and the King called out. ‘The knife is in the meat, and the drink is in the cup. Let no man enter but who is skilled in craftsmanship and preeminent in his art. And if there is any one such in the Hall, let him come and sit at my right hand.’


Now, these are conventional words which every King in all the Empire says when he sits to eat. But this evening, Evrog shouted it out, and Cynon answered loudly, because in those days he had knowledge and no wisdom, like myself, ‘Forward Aneirin! Forward the Pre-eminent Chief Poet of the Isle of Britain.’


The men around me seized my elbows and pushed me forward. There was no use my protesting or refusing. They would only have lifted me up and carried me bodily to the High Table. They would have taken my denials only as posings, as if I were any common bard who earned his bread by measure, singing from Hall to Hall and Court to Court. I, Aneirin, never said that I was anything but a great poet: the truth was too clear for anyone to deny. Now I was no longer a poet. But to have explained that to the men around me was too difficult. It was easier to obey than to make a scene.


At the High Table, I sat where they put me, where he had first sat, though I had to wait a little while they brought in from the King’s sleeping house the Chair he himself had awarded me, the Chair in which no one else was ever allowed to sit. And they made him sit on the King’s other hand, who ought to have sat in the highest place of honour. For he was Precent.


A strong man was Precent. Not tall, he was a head shorter than I was, but strongly built. Heavy, and strong above all. Some men of that build are only fat, but Precent, why, he could carry off a young ox, and the yoke and chains on it. He used to have sport, seeing how thick a rod of iron he could twist like a rope. The short black hairs bristled on his arms, and his black curls were blacker, sleeked down with goose-grease. His black eyes sparkled in the light of the wax candles they had placed on the table in front of the King, two of them in a precious bronze candlestick. There is no one now who knows where bronze is mined or from what kind of rock it is smelted.


Now the Queen was withdrawn, Peredur served us with mead; young Peredur that is, Evrog’s seventh son, who is now such a great man in Arthur’s Hall. He was named after his uncle, Peredur Ironarms, Master of Evrog’s Horse.


Oh, a strong man was Precent, in all civilised arts. A strong man for breaking a horse, for throwing a steer for gelding. A strong man was he for riding all day with the herd or for running the fells to gather in the sheep. He was a man strong for stalking deer all day in the drizzling rain, or for pitching sheaves into a wagon in the harvest sun. Today he had ridden from Eiddin all the width of Alban, and still there he sat at table, bright as a button. He was young, and so were we all then, young and strong.


Precent talked to Evrog all through the meal, or across us both to the Queen who sat by me. I kept my head down and said nothing. The others did not find this strange, even though they had not seen me all winter. They did not ask me where I had been. Only Precent said to the King, ‘Aneirin’s got the awen on him tonight. There’s a fine poem we’ll get from him when he has finished eating.’


But I knew I could never have the awen on me again.


When the meal was finished, Evrog beat on the table. While the mead went round again, and the Queen withdrew, as was the custom in Strathclyde, the King said loud so that all could hear the distinction between conversation overheard and an announcement made. ‘Now that the great and principal guest, unexpected though he was, has been fed, tell me, Precent, King of the Picts: why is it you have come tonight into the Kingdom of Strathclyde seeing that for so long you were gatekeeper to my rival Mynydog?’


Precent went red in the face, and cleared his throat loudly, and drowned the frog in mead. He was always longwinded in his speeches, and clumsy in his choice of words, so I hoped that he would offend nobody: and while he talked I would withdraw my mind and think of Bradwen in Eiddin. Precent began well enough.


‘A man I am, a man. Gatekeeper to Mynydog I was, and it is some of you I have kept out of his sheepfolds before now, as well you all know. With what little strength I have, I did what I could.’


‘Who stole the gadflies off Morddwydtywyllon’s cow?’ someone shouted. I think it was Peredur Ironarms, because he was always put out to think there could be anybody stronger than he was. It rather put Precent off his speech, and he shouted angrily, losing his composure and thickening his Pictish vowels.


‘It is not a matter of cows I am come about, but the matter of the life and death of the Isle of Britain.’ His bellow cut through the laughter, and the men below us quietened, sensing in his tone some emotion they had not expected in him.


‘It is more than cows you will get if you listen to me. Glory and honour and praise I am come to tell you about, and offer to you all for little effort. Mynydog King of Eiddin is a generous man, though no one calls him “wealthy” to his face, and a proud man too. Those who do him service in one campaign may swagger and be proud all the rest of their lives and tell their children, “I was there”. It is men he wants, warriors excelling in weapons, youths exulting in war.’


‘Aye, he wants us to steal our own cows for him,’ sneered someone from lower down the hall. Precent pretended he didn’t hear it, but nevertheless he countered at once.


‘In battle against the bloody Loegrians let us loose our blades, not shedding brothers’ blood. Savages from over the Ocean, in the salt seas washed, not in sweet baptism bathed, they neither serve the Holy Virgin nor venerate her saints. They persecute her Bishops and betray her priests, thieves of bells are they and burners of thatch. There is nothing that the Holy Virgin desires more than that we should kill them and drive them from this Island.’


A noble of Mynydog’s ought to know that, I thought. There was a hermit in the wood behind Mynydog’s Hall, and the King had spent good silver to send this man to Iona and have him made a priest, and had bought a book for him to read, so that he could tell Mynydog the days for Easter and Assumption and the other great feasts, and so that he could have his dead prayed for. Not to be outdone, Evrog had sent one of his nephews, Gelorwid, to Iona, but him, for some reason, I could see sitting in the hall that night, not dressed as a hermit. Precent went on.


‘I know that now the Savages trouble you little. It is the Scots out of Ireland who, you think, are your only foes. But believe you this. If the Savages from over the sea are not fought and beaten and crushed and driven utterly out of this island, then when the Kings of Ireland come again with their armies, it is the Savages they will fight before this rock, and not Romans. Because we will be dead before our time. And that will not be in ten generations or in two, but it will be the year after next if they wait so long. Carlisle has fallen. Will Dumbarton be the next?


‘Strike not at the nearest foe, but at the most dangerous. Mynydog will fight them, whether you wish or not. If there is any man here who thinks himself skilful and strong enough to come and fight the Savages with us, let him stand up and ride out with me, to share in the glory and honour and profit of this war. But do not come if there is any thought in your minds that it will be an easy campaign against a weak foe. Cunning in the field they are, and ruthless in war. How cruel, let Aneirin tell you. Silence for Aneirin, Pre-eminent Chief Bard of the Isle of Britain!’


I did not stand. I looked bleakly at the table before me, seeing the grain of the scrubbed pine. I had known it, I ought not to have come into a King’s Hall, or into the company of anyone who knew who I was, till I had come again to Bradwen. I sat and stared at the backs of my hands on the table. At last I said, and they all hushed to listen to me, as if I had been singing for an englyn, or intoning a triad, ‘I am not a Bard. I am no longer a poet. I will make no more songs. I have sung for the last time.’


The silence continued, only for the sound of indrawing breath. Evrog asked, ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean what I say,’ I told him. This was the first time I had told the truth about this in public. It was the first time I had told a King I would make no more poems, no more music to glorify his Kingdom, no more satires against his enemies. I still looked at my hands on the table. I would not look into the faces in front of me. To think that I, Aneirin, who had sung to every King in the North, was abashed in front of this audience.


‘You all know the law as well as I do. Naked weapons must not be brought into the presence of a Bard. More. If a sword is drawn before a Bard, and blood is shed in his sight, then he is unclean, and he may not sing again that night. Think, then, what happened to me. More than swords were bared before me. Spears and saxes fought above me. The blood of my friends and my kinsmen flowed over me. The blood of Savages stained me. And that not once but twice. How then can I be a poet again? How can I ever sing again in all my life?’


‘Nonsense,’ Evrog told me. He could treat it lightly. The generous King had never felt terror, shame, pain like this. ‘Nonsense,’ he said, ‘I’ll have my priest up here to cleanse you in the morning. And if he can’t do it, we’ll take you to the Monastery, where they have a Bishop, and he will be able to do something. You have been baptised, haven’t you? If we have to do that all over again, then I’ll stand Godfather and the Queen will be your Godmother. Then you can come here and be my Bard – I can’t get used to being without one.’


I shook my head. Even if it were possible, was he really thinking that he could get the greatest poet of the Roman world to be his household Bard, to write satires on his enemies and lullabies for his grandchildren in return for bed and board? It was not possible.


‘Priests and Poets have nothing to do with each other. The Church hates poetry. Priests are men of writing. Bards sing, they do not write. A Priest would only read something over me out of a book. What good would that do?’


Precent spoke quickly. Trying to cover my embarrassment, unerringly he chose the wrong thing to say.


‘Look, all of you! If there is nothing else will make you angry, see what the Savages have done to the greatest Poet of the age. A Poet is the greatest ornament any Kingdom can have, and Aneirin is so great that he belongs not to any one King, but to all the Romans of the Island. Think of all he did in those first few years of his flowering, while still a lad. Who of you has never sung his songs at the reaping, or never recited his verses to the plough team? Who has not walked a dozen miles to hear him sing to the harp or to challenge him to compose on a theme at first hearing? And now, he sits here and says he will not sing again.


‘Look at him, Aneirin, Son of Manaw Gododdin, grandson to Cunedda, cousin to Mynydog Gododdin King of Eiddin. The blood of the greatest houses of North Britain, of South Britain within the Wall, of Ireland, flows in his veins. Sent from the South to be fostered he was, as I was from among the Picts in the house of Eudav the Tall, who lived beneath the Wall. Safe we were there, our parents thought, from the Irish, to learn all the arts of civility. We grew up there, he and I and Bradwen the daughter of Eudav.


‘Ah, what a youth was Aneirin. Did you know there was one, once, who could outrun Precent? There he sits now as often he sat at the end of the long field, waiting for me to catch up. Did you know there was once one who could outwrestle even Precent? There he hangs down his head, as once he pressed my shoulders to the grass.’


Now, Precent was launched. Three cups of mead, we used to say, and Precent will charm the horns from a stag. Six cups of mead, and Precent will charm the moon from the sky. And not all by boredom, either, though partly – it is not a finished orator you would be calling him.


‘All this he set aside to be a bard. These hands you have heard on the harp-strings, how often have they guided the team across the headlands. That voice you have heard sing, it has called the cattle home many a time, or spread the news of cattle-thieves on the moors – aye, and raiders from Strathclyde at that. His first songs I heard when we were still children, when we spent the happy summers in the leafy huts, watching the sheep on the green fells.


‘It was to Eudav’s house that Aneirin would return, long after he became a man, long after he became welcome in every Hall and every Dun North of the Wall, long after the Kings in the South would have given much to have him live there, in Cardigan or Camelot; long after I had returned to my father’s seat among the Picts, long after Bradwen herself had gone to Mynydog’s court. And that was when the Savages first came so far North. They came through the Wall. They burnt Eudav’s house above Eudav’s bloody trunk, and his head they carried away before his cattle. And with the cattle they took away Aneirin, to be their slave and their butt.


‘That was a year ago. We heard of it, all of us, all across the Kingdom of Eiddin, across the lands of the Gododdin, into the realm of the Picts. Before the harvest was in the ear, I, Precent, made war. I brought my own men, Romans and Picts together, and we gathered men in Eiddin. I led the Household of Mynydog the ever-victorious, pre-eminent in war. A hundred men in mail I led out, an invincible array. Who could stand before us? Who could resist us? The Savages fled, the Pagans would not wait for us. We swept across the land of Mordei, and brought the bones of Eudav for Bradwen to bury in Eiddin. And southwards from Eudav’s Hall, where they thought they were safe, the Savages were clearing the blessed forests to plant their vile wheat. There we found Aneirin, the greatest poet of the world. In fetters and in misery they kept him in a hole in the ground. We brought him gently back to Eiddin where we hoped to keep him and heal him. Before we knew, he had gone from us, into the North, silent. From then till now we have heard nothing of him. Now I find him in Strathclyde, and he says that he will not sing again because of what the Savages did to him. Do you want to hear him sing again? Then listen to me!


‘Mynydog has decided. For once and for all, the menace of the Savages must be driven from the borders of Eiddin and of Strathclyde. The House of the Gododdin will do that. The King of Eiddin has begun to call about him a Household of the young men of his Kingdom, and not of his Kingdom only. It is a Household such as the world has never seen before. Any young man from any place may come to join it, if only he is a Roman and worships the Virgin. If a man is thought fit to join us, then Mynydog will give him a sword and mail, a helmet, two shirts and a cloak. And Mynydog will entertain his Household in his Hall for a year and a day from the time he began to call them together. And when the time is over, and it will not be so long now, and not many feasts for you to take part in, then Mynydog’s Household will honour their vow and go down to clear the land of Mordei from the Savages for ever, and further all across Bernicia to meet the army of Elmet. There is still room at our feasts for those who are fit to join us. Who will come?’


There was silence, a long silence. Precent would not have made such an appeal in that Hall, unless he had agreed it before with the King. Yet there was silence. Even after Evrog said, ‘If I were young, I would go. But now I am too old, and if I must die, then it will be on the steps of my own Dun,’ still there was silence. Precent looked at me, asking me, silently, to speak. I looked at my hands. Wars had nothing to do with me. I was going to Bradwen in Eiddin, not to war. Someone asked from the bottom of the Hall, ‘And have anybody come to join you from other Kingdoms, real like?’


‘Oh, come and see them,’ Precent invited. ‘Men there are from Mona, who speak strange and sibilant, as if they had adenoids. Syvno has brought them, and you all know of him, whose father was Astrologer to Vortigern the Good. And men from the Mountains that look on Mona, who cannot understand how it rains so little in Eiddin.’ This caught at me, these would be my own people. ‘And men from Dyfed and Gwent, forest walkers who have stripped every hedge in Eiddin to make their ash bows. Don’t like wind, they don’t. And men from the Summer Country, where Uther Pendragon rules.’


This last took them all, caused head wagging and whispering.


‘More, there are men from over the seas. There are soldiers from Little Britain, in Gaul, who went over with the Legions to conquer Rome, and did it, and never came back till now. Not many of them with us, but some.’


There was more murmuring. But still no one said he would come. Peredur Ironarms put it bluntly, what the hindrance was.


‘Do you expect that we will come to ride under you as Captain of Mynydog’s Household? How many of my cousins have you not killed, Pict King?’


‘I am not the Captain of this Household. I will ride, but I will serve.’ There was a sound of astonishment. ‘There will be another Captain. His name I will not tell you. If you are too proud to ride except for a name, then it is too proud you are to ride at all.’


And then Evrog spoke again.


‘Too old I said I was to go. But if any man of my household wants to go, he may, and he can return to me when the campaign is over, and keep all his booty, and he may boast as he likes of what he did, and no man may contradict him, who did not go with him. And I will send Mynydog thirty suits of mail, and helmets for thirty men, and thirty swords’ – and here there was another taking of breath through the Hall, because this was a royal gift again, and would leave half the pillars bare – ‘and twenty billets of good iron to beat spearheads out of, and forty horses all broken with their harness and saddles and three sets of shoes apiece. And this so that my Cousin may grant arms to his Household.’


Never had anyone thought that Evrog and Mynydog could be on such terms of friendship. There must be peace for one to send such gifts to the other, at this moment when the Irish raged along the coasts. Cynon stood.


‘If Mynydog raises such a Household, what do I do here?’


This, I guessed, had already been arranged. Evrog told him, ‘You need not ask arms of Mynydog. I have given you a sword and mail to guard my gate. Take them, and bring them back again to me.’


Peredur Ironarms was on his feet.


‘So long as Precent is not leader of the war band,’ he said in that lazy insolent way that his nephew, I hear, has after him, ‘it will be no objection my friends will be having if I ride alongside this Pict to look after him.’


There was a roar of laughter at this, and Precent went a purple colour, but still he sat chewing the ends of his moustaches and answered mildly.


‘We will ride together then, and count the heads of the Savages we drive on to each others’ swords.’


Now it was this mildness of Precent’s, this willingness to accept provocation, that convinced the men of Strathclyde that there was something special about the expedition. Gelorwid, Evrog’s other nephew, stood up, and talked like a hermit preaching a sermon, but that was the fault of the way he had been brought up. ‘There is the evil that Morgan preached, that a man can choose his life, and take good or evil as he wishes. But every man does only what God has laid up for him. It may seem to him that he chooses. God in the beginning laid out the world and fixed for every man the way he should go, and how he should die. Maybe, I will be a priest and a hermit after all, maybe not. God has already chosen for me.’ His face and his voice brightened. ‘I have learnt a few prayers, and I will come and say those to you. Looking at the men who insist on going, I am sure that a little virtue and sound doctrine will be necessary. And I have not forgotten the swordplay I learnt at my father’s knee, when I was able to beat Peredur when I liked, and I am sure that I can now—’


With that there was a hubbub, but several of the rougher grooms bellowed from the back of the Hall, so as to cut down the opposition, ‘Quiet all of you, give the lad a chance, let him talk!’


They hoisted Aidan on to the table, and he cried out in his Irish-accented British tongue, his voice not long past breaking, ‘I am a King’s son, and I deserve a sword and a coat of mail, even if I have three elder brothers who are without arms. I will come with you and fight because I want a sword!’


There was a shout of applause, and now there were a whole crowd of men shouting to be heard. Among them, I could recognise Morien, shouting, ‘I shall burn them out, burn them out!’


Then the songs began, and the Harper tried to choose the tunes, but he was shouted down as they sang the old songs, songs of war made long before I ever sang of peace, ‘Heads on the Gate’, and ‘The Toad’s Ride’, ‘The Hunting of the Black Pig’, and ‘Blood on the Marshes’. Tomorrow would be the preparation, the saddling of the horses and the packing of soft bags, the farewells to mothers and the parting gifts from sweethearts, the choosing of clothes for riding and of clothes for feasting, and the giving away of things one would need after because they would be easy to loot and better for it. But tonight was the time for singing and drinking, and the old songs rolled in the rafters. Under the sound of the music and laughter, Precent and Evrog leant towards me.


‘Will you come too?’ Precent asked. ‘Foster-brother, dearer than a brother, will you ride into Mordei and the land of the Savages? Will you guard my back?’


‘In war,’ I asked bitterly, ‘what would I do? What place has the ox in the stampede?’


‘If you are a poet, come and sing for us and make our deeds immortal. If you are not a poet, come and kill Savages.’


‘I do not know,’ I said. It was true. I could not think what I would do, except that I would not ride to war against the Savages. ‘I will come to Eiddin, if I can.’


‘I will give you a horse,’ offered Evrog. ‘You may have it whether you go to war or not, whether you go to Eiddin or not. It is yours for all the pleasure you have given me over the years.’


‘Then I will come to Eiddin,’ I agreed. I meant that I would ride to Bradwen. I did not know that I was riding to Cattraeth. Gelorwid was right. It was our fate.
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He was a man in mind, in years a youth,


And gallant in the din of war:


Fleet, thick-maned chargers


Were ridden by the illustrious hero.


A shield, light and broad,


On the flank of his swift slender steed.


His sword was blue and gleaming,


His spurs were of gold.





It was three days riding from Dumbarton to Eiddin, across the lowlands. It was the first riding I had done for more than a year. I rode the brown gelding that Evrog had given me, a good enough horse, not perhaps the best in his stable, but a steady beast under me as if he had sympathy with me. It did not hurt as much to sit astride him as I feared.


There were nine young men, beside Precent and myself. We did not ride, only, because we led the rest of the forty horses Evrog sent. Three horses to a man is not too great an allowance for a campaign. There would be none to steal from the Savages, because they find it hard enough to manage oxen – even oxen can escape them. Even Arthur could not have defeated them had they been mounted, because they came about him as lice about a hairy dog.


The horses carried the iron rods and bars, ready for the smith to hammer out into spear-points. Axes and swords with their edges sharp to cut a wisp of lamb’s wool, they are different. You have to get a real smith to beat out those, who has served his seven years of apprenticeship and has learned to make the edge straight and beat in the charcoal to the spongy iron they bring us from the bogs of Shetland.


Swords are work for craftsmen, as are songs. They are not made by brawn and the hard striking of the great hammer, any more than by a sweet voice or the oft repeating of rhymes. In each the skill is knowing what to say, where to strike. Any man could beat out here the strips of iron that make the rim of a helmet and the arches to frame the hard leather cap. But sending iron for swords would be no use if Mynydog had no swordsmiths, and the likelihood was he had too few workers even to use the iron Evrog had sent him. So swords Evrog sent too, long horsemen’s swords of blue smooth iron, to give reach to a man who leans forward to strike at an enemy below.


Lighter than the swords and the iron bars were the shields. A shield-frame is not difficult to make, but it takes time to weave the great oval basket, lightly dished, and time Mynydog did not have. The frames were covered with leather, but unpainted. A man must decide for himself what he wants painted on his shield, and if he can get the iron, whether he wants it rimmed or not; most of us did not want iron on our shields, to tire our arms.


Swords take skill to make, and shields take time. Mail takes both. A mail shirt is not made in a hurry for one campaign. More jeweller’s work it is than smith’s. You hammer out the iron bars into long wires, a little thicker than oatstraws. Each ring has four more rings linked through it, and each of these into four more. A thousand rings are so linked and you have a little sheet like knitted wool, large enough to shield a man’s breast from the flight of an arrow. So weeks and weeks of work will make at last a strip of fabric in iron, and if you fold it you have a sleeve. A shirt has two sleeves, and the body will take as much work as a dozen sleeves. Then after a year, a smith, working small and quiet, ring after monotonous ring, may have enough mail to clothe a man for war. And all that time, the smith must be fed.


A mailed shirt is a precious thing, not easily or cheaply bought, and I did not think that all the Kingdoms of the North could muster five hundred. Yet Evrog had been better than his promise, and had sent forty of them, each worth the purchase of a man’s life. I knew, we all knew, how bare he left his own armoury, with the Scots at his gate. These shirts he sent to Mynydog. He did not give them to his own young men. If they were to be Mynydog’s men for this campaign, then Mynydog must give them their arms. To Mynydog of Eiddin they went: I went to Bradwen in Eiddin.


We rode under the rock of Eiddin, beneath the steep North Face that rises sheer from the meadows and the marshes, a mile from the Forth. The watchers on the walls of the Dun, at the western end of Eiddin, turned their eyes from the fishing boats to watch us come and try to count us and guess who we were and where we came from. When they recognized the squat figure of Precent, never graceful on a horse, they began to wave and to shout at us, and we waved back.


By the time we had reached the eastern end of Eiddin, and turned south between it and the Giant’s Throne, as we called it then, to ride up the long slope to the village beneath the rampart, they were all out, women and children, shouting to Precent, throwing flowers at him, and beneath his horse’s hooves. The children fed the tired beast with handfuls of grass, and the smallest ones pulled at his stirrups and at his heels, and called him to look at them; and when he did, they were overcome with shyness and hid their faces or turned away.


They were all glad to see Precent. Nobody looked at the rest of us. It was plain that young men on horses came in every day, always fresh men, every draft like the last. There was no novelty in that, in men they had never seen before. But Precent coming home, Precent himself, oh, that was different, even if he had been gone only a week from Eiddin. Precent coming home, now, that was something to sing about. So they sang, and our young men sang with them. I did not sing. I did nothing. I did not even hide my face. No one looked at me.


We turned in between the two rows of little houses that edge the last mile of the path to the Dun, the King’s mile from his Hall to his farm. We heard a horn blow, Gwanar’s horn, I knew, who had succeeded Precent at the gate. It was noon, Mynydog would be sitting on his Mound of Judgement, before the gate of the Dun. Now any of his people, any free man of the Isle of Britain, could come to him where he sat with Clydno his Judge by his side to tell him what was true law and what was not. Every day he sat, like every King, to hear complaints of one man against another, or against the King, and do justice, in the Roman manner.


Precent led the file of men and horses up the slope. I dismounted, and let a small boy hold the reins of my brown gelding. This entrance had nothing to do with me. I would not ride up the slope behind Precent. I would not be his gift to Mynydog. I had as much right in Eiddin as any man, as much right as Mynydog himself. I was a freeman of the Isle of Britain, and I would give myself where I wished. I would give myself to Bradwen, and what she told me I would do. I let Precent ride on.


I looked about Eiddin from under my hood. It had altered little in the winter I had been away. But it had altered. The houses were the same. The people were the same, the women as talkative, the children as shrill, the men as silent, as they had been a year ago; only all a year older. A year makes a great difference to a child. You do not recognise a child you knew a year ago, he has changed; and he will not recognise you – he has more important things to fill his mind than the comings of grown-ups. But apart from the people, Eiddin had changed. Every other house was now a smithy, with men beating out spear- and arrowheads, and strips of iron for helmet-brims and shield-rims and for bits and stirrups. You cannot expect a smith who works on his farm and only lights his forge once a week, if that, and then only to straighten a bent ploughshare or edge a wooden spade – you cannot expect him to think of welding mail rings or beating the edge of a sword.


But busy they all were. They were men from the South, from the border of Mordei, from Mordei itself and even from Bernicia. Their own smithies the Savages had burnt, and they had fled north to Eiddin, to the only King who seemed strong and determined enough to promise that one day they would return to the lost lands. These smiths from the South sweated the bitterness of defeat into their weapons: their fires smelt of revenge. I watched their work. I had no feeling whatsoever. It was one thing to think of war by the candle-light of Evrog’s Hall. It was different here, in the clear light of day, in a place so well known. It was different here, where Bradwen lived.
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