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PROLOGUE

AUTUMN AD 32

to the stench of burning thatch and the sound of her mother

screaming. Outside, in the clearing beyond the hut, she heard
her father’s response, and the clash of iron on bronze. Another man
shouted - not her father — and she was up, throwing off the hides,
reaching back into the dark behind the sleeping place for her
skinning knife or, better, her axe. She found neither. Her mother
screamed again, differently. The girl scrabbled frantically, feeling
the fire scorch her skin and the sliding ache of fear that was the
threat of a sword-cut to the spine. Her fingers closed on a haft of
worn wood, running down to the curve of a grip she knew from
hours of oil and polish and the awe of youth; her father’s boar
spear. She jerked it free, turning and pulling the leather cover from
the blade in one move. A wash of pre-dawn light hit her eyes as the
door-skin was ripped from its hangings and replaced as rapidly by
a shadow. The bulk of a body filled the doorway. Dawn light
flickered on a sword blade. Close by, her father screamed her
name. ‘Breaca!’

She heard him and stepped out of the dark. The warrior in the
doorway grinned, showing few teeth, and lunged forward. His
blade caught the sunlight and twisted it, blinding them both.
Without thinking, she did as she had practised, in her mind, in the
safety of the lower horse paddocks, and once in the forest beyond.

I HE ATTACK CAME IN THE HOUR BEFORE DAWN. THE GIRL WOKE
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She lunged in return, putting the weight of her shoulders, the twist
of her back and the straightening kick of both legs into the thrust
of the weapon. She aimed for the one pale segment of skin she
could see. The spear blade bit and sank into the notch of his throat
at the place where the tunic stopped and the helmet had not yet
begun. Blood sluiced brightly downwards. The man choked and
stopped. The sword that sought her life came slicing on, carried by
the speed of his lunge. She wrenched sideways, too slowly, and
felt the sting of it carve between her fingers. She let go of the spear.
The man toppled over, angled away from her by the weight of the
haft. The doorway brightened and darkened again. Her father was
there.

‘Breaca? Gods, Breaca—" He, too, stopped. The man on the
floor pushed a hand beneath his side and tried to rise. Her father’s
hammer sang down and stopped him, for ever. He brought his
arms up and round her, holding her close, smoothing her cheek,
running his big, broad smith’s fingers through her hair. “You killed
him? My warrior, my best girl. You killed him. Gods, that was
good. I could not bear to lose you both—’

He was rocking her back and forth, as he had when she was a
small child. He smelled of blood and stomach acid. She pushed her
arms down his front to make sure that he was whole and found
that he was. She tried to squirm free, to look at the rest of him. He
leaned in closer and his breathing changed and she felt wet warmth
slide down her neck to the wing of her shoulder and from there
down the flat plane of her chest. She let him hold her, then, while
he wept, and didn’t ask him why her mother had not come in with
him to find her. Her mother, who carried his child.

The stomach acid was her mother’s. She lay near the doorway
and she, too, carried a spear in her hand. She had used it once to
good effect but they had been two against her one and the child she
carried within had slowed her turn. The slice of the blade had
opened her from chest-bone to hips, spilling out all that had been
inside. Breaca crouched down beside her. The tentative light of the
new day brought colour where before there had been none. She
reached down to the small, crinkled thing lying at her mother’s side
and turned it over. Her father was behind her. ‘It would have been
a boy,” she said.

‘T know.” He let his hand rest on her shoulder. His fingers were
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still. His weeping had stopped. He knelt down and hugged her,
fiercely. His chin pressed on her head and the burr of his voice
rocked through her neck to her chest as he spoke. “What need have
I of another son when I have a daughter who can face an armed
warrior and live?’

His voice was warm and there was pride in the wretched grief
and she had not the strength to tell him that she had acted out of
instinct, not courage or a warrior’s heart.

Her mother had been leader of the Eceni, firstborn of the royal
line, and she was honoured in death as she had been in life. Her
body was bound in fine linen and hides, closing the child back into
her abdomen. A platform was built of hazel and elm and the body
raised onto it, lifting her closer to the gods and out of reach of wolf
and bear. The three dead warriors of the Coritani, who had broken
the laws of the gods in killing a woman in childbirth, and of the
elders in killing the leader of a neighbouring tribe without fair
battle, were stripped and dragged to the forest to feed whatever
found them first. Breaca was given the sword from the one she had
killed. She didn’t want it. She gave it to her father, who broke it
across his forging block and said he would make her a better one,
full sized, for when she was grown. In its stead, Airmid, one of the
older girls, gave her a crow’s feather with the quill dyed red and
bound round with blue horsehair, the mark of a kill. Her father
showed her how to braid her hair at the sides, as the warriors do
for battle, with the feather hanging free at her temple.

In the late morning, Eburovic, warrior and smith of the Eceni,
took his daughter to the river to wash her clean of the blood of
battle and bind the cut on her hand and then walked her back to
the roundhouse to the care of Macha, her mother’s sister, the
mother of Bin, his first and only living son.
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