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61 AD
She was strangely serene as she faced the dawn. It was a cool spring morning and dew still hung upon the grass. The first rays of sun pierced the clear sky, igniting the golden-red tresses which framed her face. Boudicca’s blue eyes gazed across the narrow plain at the enemy five-hundred yards away - Romans, almost two legions strong, and yet she was calm.
They once seemed so conciliatory, so willing to make alliances. Her husband, King Prasutagus believed them, and accepted them as friends, drawn in by their promises and they almost convinced even her; almost, but not quite. For awhile his trust seemed justified. But then the king took deathly ill and within a week was dead. Almost overnight, everything changed. The Roman governor Suetonius claimed the agreements and promises he vowed were with Prasutagus, and since the king was dead, those promises were void. He soon declared the Iceni tribe to be subjects of Rome in the province of Britannia.
Boudicca protested and they dismissed her. She demanded justice; they arrested her and two of her daughters, then publicly flogged her. The governor did nothing to stop Roman officers from raping all three of them. She was imprisoned and her people came forth with gold for ransom. To humiliate and humble her, Suetonius publicly tore her tunic off and forced her to kneel naked before him, promising she would subject her people to Roman rule. Satisfied with her contrition, he released her. She kept her promise for three days, and then in her rage, gathered an army.
She heard a noise behind her and turned to see one of her captains approaching. He was dressed in the same leather armor as she was.
At six feet tall, she stood a good two inches taller and was pleased he needed to raise his eyes to see hers. He met her gaze and then immediately looked away. She suspected both her beauty and demeanor unnerved him. The effect amused her.
“What news?”
“My queen, the last of our tribe have arrived. The mothers and small children are at the back of the camp, as you ordered.”
“Good. How many are here?”
“There are too many to count, highness, but we estimate at least seventy thousand.
She raised an eyebrow. “I hope you are not saying that just to impress me…”
“No,” the captain’s voice quavered. “Three of the chieftains agree with that number. There are probably twenty-five thousand men, about as many women, and then perhaps twenty thousand children. The women will fight if we…”
“Of course the women will fight. I am leading this army and two of my three daughters are here with swords. Bedelia would be here as well, were she not giving birth to her first child right now. Dawn is upon us. When will we be ready for battle?”
“Half an hour…”
“Not a moment longer.” The queen’s voice shook. “This ends today with their annihilation. Go.”
The captain nodded and hurried away.
She turned back to face the distant Roman army. Today would be the culmination of all battles. They had burned other Roman cities, and finally, in her greatest triumph so far, they sacked Londinium itself and burned the city to the ground. The Romans were proud, and thought themselves invincible. She smiled, having accomplished what no king had done; she’d terrified their conquerors. The Romans were mortal, they bled, and when beaten they begged for mercy just like everyone else.
Just days earlier, she made her way through the smoldering ruins of Londinium. The air smelt burnt, and fires continued to smolder. Charred ruins of buildings lined the streets and Boudicca rode slowly into the desolate city on a chariot, mindful of the sense of irony she brought. As she unhurriedly rolled through the devastation, her wheels crushed charcoal beneath them.
Shouting in the distance caused her to stop. She drew her sword and motioned guards to come forward. Down the road, three of her soldiers were pulling a man toward her. His struggles were rewarded with a hard kick to his midsection and he fell limp, remaining silent while they dragged him in her direction.
Stepping from her chariot, she sheathed her sword and met them in the street. The prisoner was held by his arms, his head down. The finery of his uniform and armor was intriguing..
“Stand him up.”
One of her men grabbed his hair and pulled back. Another put a knife to his throat. “You heard the queen.”
Slowly the man steadied himself on his feet, and stared slightly off to the side, avoiding her direct gaze. His hair was short, dark and curly, his beard, once neatly trimmed, was now in need of a shave.
“Atilius,” she cooed, “how very nice to see you again.”
When he did not respond, her eyes flashed. Stepping forward, she took his face firmly in hand, and jerked it in her direction, looking deeply into his brown eyes.
“Am I supposed to know you?”
She put her fingers on his neck, gently raking them diagonally downward, following the lines of four long wounds that were still healing.
“You’ve forgotten me already?” she feigned rejection, her lips turning to a pout. “You’ve still got my fingernail marks on your throat. How sad I wasn’t more memorable to you.”
With her soldier’s knife in hand, she pushed her body against the Roman’s.
“You don’t have to rape me this time. Don’t you want me now, Atilius?” she purred.
He turned his head, refusing to look at her.
She brought the knife down between his legs. “I asked you a question.”
“Please…” the Roman’s eyes were wild and frantic.
Eyes locked and unflinching, the knife twisted in her hand. He screamed and doubled over, gasping.
Boudicca wiped the knife on her tunic and turned away. “Leave him in the street.”
Now the Romans could not ignore her. Now she had summoned them, and demanded their presence here, on the field of battle. They were better trained; their armor was better, their weapons superior. But today, today the Iceni held the advantage. One of the chieftains appeared at her side. A few years older than she, his hair and beard were flecked with gray. He was thoughtful and methodical and she valued his counsel.
“Certaneus, are we ready?”
“Yes, my Queen…”
She turned to look at him. “Speak. There is no room for hesitation today.”
He cleared his throat. “The battlefield is closed in. We have no room to maneuver. The forest is dense and almost impassable to the right. The valley is narrow and the wall very steep on the left. We cannot surround them…”
“This battle will not wait,” her voice trembled. “All our people are here. We cannot choose another battlefield. This is the Romans’ last stand. They are fighting for their lives and yes, the fight will be fierce and white hot. Casualties will be high, but I will see the Romans exterminated today. Bring the advance guard forward.”
Suetonius sat on his mount, looking across the battlefield at the Iceni multitude. His mouth was dry, his throat tight. There stood tens of thousands fearlessly ready to do battle with his army. The two legions between him and the Iceni would normally have given him great comfort, but today they seemed precious little protection. This day, it seemed desperation was part of their ranks as well.
Squinting; his brown eyes could make out a mounted soldier in the front of the horde. It had to be Boudicca. The horrifying stories of what was done in the cities she laid waste had just recently reached his ears. Suetonius knew if they broke through his lines she would find him and cut his heart out while he still lived. He shuddered. It would be far better to fall on his own sword. All the humiliation he heaped upon her should have left her shattered. But it had the opposite effect. This one was made of steel. He scratched the stubble on his chin. Today was looking more and more like a very bad idea. But there was no other choice. To retreat and abandon Britannia would have gotten him imprisoned at the least, and probably executed. At least today he would die a glorious hero, defending the empire.
Just then the sound of an approaching horse made him turn.
“General Domitius,” smiled Suetonius. “Give me good news.”
Boudicca sat on her horse on a small rise and faced her people. Her waist-long red hair was fastened at the back with a leather cord. She wore a leather helmet, her sword sheathed at her side. Thousands of eyes looked expectantly at her. Most carried swords, some held axes and others clubs. On the front line the bravest men and women stood, projecting grim determination. The mass of humanity stretched back over a quarter mile. Near the front of the army her oldest daughter Dreylia sat on her mount, shoulder length blonde hair roiling from underneath her helmet. Boudicca smiled proudly and Dreylia nodded. The queen found Gwenda then, a little further back, also astride a horse and nodded at her. Except for darker hair she looked much like her older sister. They were both determined to fulfill their mother’s wishes; they’d been raped by the Romans as well.
The only one missing was dear Bedelia; the lone daughter saved from rape and humiliation, safely hidden away up north with the Brigantes, even now giving birth to Boudicca’s grandchild. Bedelia’s husband had been killed by the Romans and she wanted revenge as much as the rest; bitterly disappointed that childbirth prevented her from fighting this battle. The Queen was proud of her daughters. They had the fire of their mother and not the weak heart of their father.
Satisfied they were ready; the warrior queen glanced over her shoulder at the Romans in the distance. They seemed to be waiting on her. She spurred her horse and galloped in their direction; a lone rider charging the enemy. It energized her. Today she almost felt like she could face them alone. After a short distance she gave a jerk on the reins and turned back to face the Iceni.
Taking a deep breath, she looked them over. Her hand instinctively went to just below her throat and fingers followed the gold chain down to the gold mesh sack with the fist sized stone in it. It gave her confidence to know it was there. And now it was time.
“My people!” She waited while the crowd fell silent. “You have fought like dragons these last few days. These invaders who stand before us now are utterly astonished at your bravery. Twenty years ago they came to our shores. They wanted this land as part of their empire. But they are now learning - this is our land! These Romans are used to taking what they want. They wanted a bigger empire; instead we gave them death and defeat. This day we take back all that is ours, every handful of this soil, even to where the sand meets the sea. I am here today, not fighting as a queen, but as one of you. I was made to bow before the Romans too. If I took off my armor I would show you the scars on my back where they beat me. They raped me, they raped my daughters.”
She paused and searched for calm. It was bitter anger, not sadness that made her voice break but she would not let them hear her sob. Boudicca gazed at the multitude. All eyes were locked upon her. She started again.
“Any of you who wish to live under the heel of the enemy may leave this field now. But the Romans will no longer rule me. Our cause is just. We have destroyed three Roman cities, an entire legion of their soldiers and many of their people. The gods look down and are smiling upon us.”
She pulled her sword and held it up. “This ends today. They are not meant to be here. This is not their land. It is time to send them home!” A cheer erupted and echoed across the plain. Boudicca shot a glance at the enemy. Shields and javelins seemed to jostle nervously.
Certaneus was at the front of the throng on his mount. Ripping sword from scabbard, he raised it overhead.
“Boudicca!” He screamed, turning to face the horde. They took up the chant. “Boudicca!” It sounded ragged.
The queen glared across the field at the Romans. “Bastards,” she whispered through clenched teeth, her throat tight, eyes stinging.
“Boudicca,” stronger this time…. before the end of the day, Suetonius would kneel naked before her.
“Boudicca!” in unison, the wave of savage wrath crashing across the plain…right before she killed him.
“Boudicca!” She heard the white hot rage in their united voice, matching her own. Whirling her mount around she stabbed the sky with her blade and they charged screaming, rushing past her to meet the enemy.
Racing across the open field, the Iceni were a swelling wave gathering strength to crash on the shore. Transfixed, she gaped, holding her breath. Almost there; a shouted command from the Roman army, shields dropped and a thousand javelins flew through the air. In seconds the cruel spears hit and hundreds of her people crashed to the ground. The carnage reeled her, but the mass behind them scarcely paused. Another volley of javelins flew and the front line collapsed again as hundreds more fell. Seconds later a third volley flew with the same result.
“Nooooo!” She spun to find her chieftain. “Certaneus, ready the cavalry for a charge on my command.”
“My queen, you must not lead the charge.”
Her eyes filled with fury. “I said…”
“Boudicca!” he thundered at her.
She jerked her mount toward him and raised her sword, her face crimson.
“Highness,” his voice softened. “I will lead the charge. You must not be at the front of the line. We have to give you some protection.”
Boudicca nodded solemnly and turned back to face the battle. “Very well then, lead on.”
Bedelia was exhausted, her breathing now ragged. Tendrils of her flame colored hair were soaked, glued to her sweating face. She’d endured this travail throughout the night, in this cottage hidden away in the woods. Crouched uncomfortably in the birthing chair, she’d gazed out the window and seen the stars come out, and the moon rise and fall. Now light from the dawn sky illuminated the simple room. The musty smell of the cottage, the roughness of the blankets, she was not used to these things.
This ordeal had gone on far too long. Her knees were up, her legs apart, with the blanket barely covering her midsection. There was another blanket beneath her, damp and stained with watery blood. She was half sitting, a block of wood propped up behind her, her feet hanging over the end of the short birthing bed.
“Again,” ordered the midwife, and she took a huge breath to push.
“What is wrong!?” Her fists clenched at her sides.
“You are making progress, but it is taking longer than I thought. Push.”
“I can’t, I can’t. . .I have no more strength.”
“Push,” came the urgent reply.
Bedelia cried out and pushed again, raising up, and falling back onto the bed, her reserves depleted. She groaned as the contraction slowly subsided. Gasping, she caught her breath again, trying to rouse enough anger to overcome her exhaustion. This must be done, so she could be back on the battlefield with her mother.
“You are a midwife,” she gritted her teeth from the pain. “Do you not have some root, some herb, some brew to give me?”
“No, no,” the woman shook her head. “It is far too late for that.” A woman of experience, middle aged, gray and wise, she’d given birth to three children herself and helped deliver dozens more. It was not time to worry yet, but things were going too slowly. She broached another idea with the young woman.
“The only thing we could do differently is something new, a different way to bring about this birth, a new Roman way, but so dangerous for you…”
Drained and strength spent, her anger fired what little reserves were left. “No...nothing Roman, nothing…”
The older woman fell silent, mindful of the tempers of the women in this family, and worried for the tongue lashing she would receive later for the travail of this difficult birth.
The Iceni infantry surged ahead, expecting another onslaught of javelins, but all had been thrown. She took heart then, pressing forward with her horsemen. But Certaneus was right, the field was narrow and there was no room to fight. The Romans formed a wall of soldiers and shields and she could do no more than attack the line head on. In the close quarters, her horsemen could scarcely get by the hundreds her foot soldiers in front. Their overwhelming numbers were not giving advantage. She desperately looked around and found one of her captains.
“Bring archers forward with burning arrows, now.” He galloped away and she found Certaneus.
“Open the lines and send all horsemen straight down the middle. We need to break the Roman line and scatter them.”
“As you wish.” He nodded and rode away.
In a short while the throng began parting as dozens of riders came through. She grinned with satisfaction. Now they would make some progress.
The riders began attacking the center of the Roman line, and some of the panicked enemy broke formation to attack the mounted Iceni. She joined the fray and though quarters were cramped, was able to fight from her horse, slashing at the Romans who’d charged ahead. She rushed one soldier who brought up his spear for defense. She ducked out of the way and slashed him as she rode by, connecting just below his helmet. Another Roman stabbed at her with a spear, but Gwenda caught him in the back with her sword, waving to her mother as she rode on.
After the brief skirmish however, all the stragglers were cut down and Boudicca looked back at the enemy. The impenetrable line reformed.
“Attack!” She screamed to her riders, and they charged the Romans. The two sides met with a deafening crash, and the riders slashed and hacked at the formation. But the enemy refused to budge again, and the Iceni were forced to attack the wall of shields. She watched in horror as her riders began to fall, one by one, each only taking out one or two Romans apiece before they were brought down. Just then volleys of flaming arrows arced over her head, falling upon the enemy. Surely this would scatter them.
There was some panic, but not enough.
“Attack!” Her raw shout was heard above the din and Iceni riders surged forward once more. She reached the Roman line, her fearsome visage inspiring terror, her blade viciously slashing, opening rivers of blood; her victims answering only with horrified screams. But then a stray sword swung and cut her brutally across the right leg, forcing her to pull back. She retreated to a small hill on the side of the field and dismounted. Rivulets of blood trickled down her calf. After trying for too long to stop the bleeding, she tore a long strip of her tunic from under her leather armor and tied a tourniquet above the wound.
Looking back to the field, a sick knot tied her stomach. All her riders were down, and no more burning arrows were being shot. Still the Roman line held; except now it was slowly advancing in a wedge formation, cutting down any who dared throw themselves against the wall of armor. There was no way around the juggernaut, and it pressed forward against the Iceni. Many of her people still fought, but panic and fear was breaking the ranks. The momentum was lost and they could not kill enough of the enemy to regain it. She fought bitter tears then, seeing her dream become debacle. Watching a few minutes more, until the outcome was certain, she reached into a deep pocket of her tunic, pulled out a small corked bottle, and held it up, swirling around the brown liquid inside. She paused for just a moment, unstopped the vial, tipped back her head and swallowed the bitter drink. They would not capture her yet again.
“Push.”
She cried out, gathered herself for the onslaught of pain, took a deep breath and forced her muscles yet again; falling back, her energy utterly spent. The midwife reached for a cloth, dipped it in a pan of cool water and wiped her brow.
The young woman gasped, “I cannot do this.”
“Hush. Bedelia, this will be over in a few minutes. Be as brave here as I have seen you with your mother on the battlefield.”
“This is different!”
“I know.” The midwife wiped the young woman’s forehead again. Just then another contraction began, and once more, the travail came. Her eyes grew wide and darted frantically around the room, as if it were somehow possible to find a place to escape this agony. She howled in agony.
“One more push!”
“Please, no more, I cannot, please…”
The midwife took her hand and squeezed it. “Just one…more…time.”
She locked eyes with the midwife, gritted her teeth, bore down with all her strength, and cried out in pain and relief.
“It is done!” shrieked the midwife. The robust cry of a baby filled the air. “You have a son!” The older woman held the baby on her lap and the afterbirth followed shortly. She tied off the cord, pulled out a knife, cut it and began cleaning up the newborn.
Boudicca gagged, her stomach churning from the poison. The bodies of her people littered the ground and even though the battle was lost, many pressed on. From her vantage point, she leaned against her horse and watched the Roman formation relentlessly pressing ahead. In the back of the Iceni throng, panic continued. Mothers and children were fleeing in the opposite direction, terrified screams echoing in the distance. Much of her army was retreating now too, but many were fighting to the death. The unthinkable, the incomprehensible had happened. The Roman war machine, just twenty yards away, was now somehow delivering the fatal blow. The field was dark, wet and matted, and the metallic stench of blood hung in the air.
She staggered against her horse, almost losing balance. Her eyes filled with tears to see the fallen body of her daughter Dreylia a little ways off. Her knees buckled then, and she collapsed in a heap on the hard ground, rolling over onto her back. Looking up at the deep blue sky, she moaned from the pain, satisfied that at least the Romans were deprived the pleasure of taking her alive.
She blinked, feeling so cold, but at peace. The sounds of the battle seemed muffled now and she blinked again, almost unable to open her eyes. She thought of Bedelia, and the grandchild she would never meet, wondering if he’d been born yet. A single tear rolled down her right cheek and she smiled, closed her eyes, took one last breath and exhaled a final whisper.
“Avalloch.”
Satisfied the baby was clean, the midwife wrapped him in a blanket and held him out to his mother. The young woman was sobbing.
“What’s wrong dear?”
“I don’t know, I don’t know. All of a sudden I started weeping and I can’t stop… tears of joy, yet I am filled with such a great sadness.”
“Bedelia, here is your son,” the midwife gently handed her the baby. “What is his name?”
She took a deep breath to calm herself and held the baby close, smelling his warmth and damp hair. Pushing the blanket from his face, she softly kissed her son’s cheek and smiled through her tears. “His name will be Avalloch.”
394 AD
Ceretic held the open parchment with both hands and took one last look at the insistent invitation.
“You must come.”
It wasn’t a command, but a compelling request from an old friend. The urgency of the words stirred and pulled; and made his heart beat just a bit faster.
“You must come.”
He heard the words in his mind for the last two days as he made plans, gathered supplies and riders. Yesterday, the complications of running his own kingdom almost caused him to cast this venture aside; but in the end he decided Strathclyde would survive a few days without its king. And so, here now at dawn, in the courtyard of his castle, he stood next to his own horse, with eight riders and horses laden with supplies. In his mind’s eye he saw the face of his friend, and heard his urgent request echo and fade one last time.
“Father.” The voice brought him back to the moment, to see the expectant eyes of his son Brann looking down from his mount.
Ceretic looked to the east. This hard journey of one and a half days must begin by beating the rising sun. He nodded at Brann, rolled the parchment and slipped it into a pocket of his tunic. The sun would be rising over the hills in moments. Time to leave.
Hoof beats at dawn, racing the rising sun, they left the castle, flying over hills and meadows, through swift running rocky burns.
Mid morning and Tegfan stood on the north eastern bastion of the castle, looking east to the sea and cloudy sky. A stiff breeze blew salt air in from the ocean, roiling the tall dried beach grass, gusting around the hilltop and the meandering castle wall that encompassed it. It was late summer; but the nights cooled quickly, and now the air was brisk, clearing his head of the weariness of a near sleepless night. Tegfan, deep in thought, leaned against the cold stone wall behind him, and gazed down on the interior of his castle.
Lining the courtyard were the guard house, stables, smithy, and tannery, the servants’ quarters and other structures. Near the east wall, in the middle, was the keep; its massive, dark stone sides rising high above the castle wall. But not even that was the extent of the claim staked on this hilltop. Beyond the wall and yet near the northwest corner of the castle was a small village; growing and spreading down the hill, in the shadow and protection of the fortress.
Flying foreign banners, nine horsemen pressed on through heath land, deep forests, and startled villages, barely slowing their canter.
Tegfan gazed out into the distance, past rolling hills and forests. Nothing seemed out of place, but after the restless night, he was both anxious and uneasy. He’d had the dream again last night; a vision of Roman infantry marching toward him, holding shields painted with the image of a dragon. And then, the warrior queen, tall and fierce, with long, flaming red hair; She was looking to him…expectantly.
He shook his head, descended the bastion steps and continued his thoughtful pace along the wall-walk. Deep in contemplation, he passed posted guards without acknowledgement, and a short time later found himself standing at the southern battlements, gazing over the vast countryside before him; knowing a three day ride would take him to the border of Flavia Caesariensis, the domain of Rome.
They stopped but once to rest in the morning. Men at arms, their leader bade them push on, now less than half an hour before they would arrive at the castle.
Out here, on the edge the empire, a vague uneasiness was never too far from his mind. The return of his dream gave those feelings urgency. Rome demanded tribute. They’d rebuilt parts of Hadrian’s hated wall. Would they try to strengthen their position here in the north? He’d given them no excuse to invade, but treacherous tongues might give Rome warning. If they came, how could he stop them?
Today he would meet and plan, and talk of subjects best spoken in hushed tones, in the company of trusted friends. This day they would broach the subject of sedition, but his advisors were loyal; this meeting would not reach Roman ears.
The leader signaled the riders to slow. Up ahead was the destination – the castle, now one hundred yards away. On the southeastern tower of its keep was a turret, and his eyes followed the structure to the top, where there was mounted a stout pole, and a flag, the highest point of the citadel, the green and yellow banner of Ebrauc, snapping in the ragged breeze.
Off in the distance the guard on the wall cried out, “King Ceretic of Strathclyde approaches.”
Tegfan took a deep breath to shout a response. “Open the gate!”
By the time he traversed the wall-walk and descended the northern stairs into the courtyard, the troop was dismounting from their horses. The animals were still breathing hard, grimy with dirt and sweat.
“Ceretic, old friend,” Tegfan smiled and raised his arm in greeting as he walked toward the group. “Once again you make the long journey in scarcely a day and a half.”
Ceretic turned and with a grin gave Tegfan a hearty handshake and slap on the back. “Aye, but the road gets longer every time.”
“As always, you’re welcome to use the stables.”
Ceretic turned to one of his men and gestured for him to take the horses. He turned back to Tegfan.
“You remember Brann?” He tousled the hair of the teenage rider standing next to him.
“Brann,” Tegfan shook his head in amazement. “Turned into a fine young man, quite in the image of your father. It doesn’t seem possible you could be…fifteen?”
“Sixteen, m’lord,” he brushed dark hair from his face.
“Brann, fetch King Tegfan the things your mother sent.”
“Yes father.” He excused himself from them.
“Thank you for coming,” Tegfan clapped his hand down on his friend’s shoulder. “Your advice is much needed. We may now have the support we need from the other kingdoms.”
“I wouldn’t want to miss out on any chance to help roust the Romans from our lands.”
“King Tegfan,” Brann returned to their side. “My mother, Moira, sends gifts for your pantry; apple, pear, and gooseberry jams, also, a rundlet of wine.” He handed Tegfan three small ceramic pots, each sealed with a layer of wax.
Ceretic smiled awkwardly. “We thought it might have been awhile since you’ve tasted jam.”
‘It has, my friend. Without a woman to run the kitchen…” his voiced faded and then he smiled…“yes, my favorites, please thank your mother for me, Brann.” He looked at Ceretic suspiciously. “Wine? Are you trying to make wine this far north?”
Ceretic shook his head and chuckled. “No, it’s from Cunneda’s vineyards. Gwynedd is far enough south; the weather’s warm enough to make a decent wine. At least, that’s what he tells me.”
“It’s a rare treat, thank you.”
Tegfan looked a little ways off and saw one of his servant women talking to the blacksmith.
“Maura, jam for the pantry, and get someone to help you with this cask of wine.” She headed their direction and Tegfan turned back to Ceretic. “After your men are done with their horses, I’ll have a cook ready to feed them in the dining hall. We’ll be eating at the patio on the south side of the keep.”
Tegfan, Ceretic, and Cyric surrounded the weathered oak table, finishing the last of their noon meal. Though the stone patio was outside, its location gave enough privacy. Ceretic dismissed his men for the day, but his own work had just begun; the gathering here was just as much a meeting as a meal.
The surface between them was strewn with parchment maps, their haphazard arrangement the result of ever changing plans regarding alliances and disputes with kingdoms and kings, friends and foe. Pewter plates with scraps were now pushed off to the side, and tankards of mead were at hand to fire their courage, quench their thirst, and hold down the corners of the maps. Tegfan tore a piece of bread from a nearby loaf, and absent-mindedly took a bite while studying one of the charts.
“I’ve seen Roman patrols here, and here,” he pointed. They weren’t looking for a fight, and they wore little armor.”
Across the table, Ceretic’s eyes darted back and forth, looking at representations of terrain and roads, rivers and villages. Northern heritage gave both kings blue eyes, but Tegfan’s were intense, Ceretic’s more thoughtful.
He took another swig of mead. “Good news for archers, but we won’t beat them by harassing their patrols. Got an arrow for us that will punch through armor, Cyric?” he chuckled.
“Don’t laugh too hard,” Cyric picked up an arrow and contemplated the tip. “I’ve been thinking about that.”
Ceretic looked askance at the archer. “How many tankards of mead have you drunk today, my friend?”
Cyric frowned. “Just the one.”
Ceretic chuckled again. “Just giving you a hard time, my friend. If anyone can punch through armor, it would be you.”
Cyric grinned. “Ah, someday, I’ll show you.” His eyes went back to the map, and he absent mindedly scratched his short brown and gray beard with the arrowhead.
He was Tegfan’s chief archer and loyal counselor. Older, lean, tall and sometimes quiet, Tegfan considered him a trusted friend and an advisor with methodical insight. Today he freely voiced his opinion and offered ideas that both encouraged and dismayed the monarchs. Their debate this day was lively, sometimes heated.
Tegfan stabbed one last bit of meat from the plate with his knife, put the end of the blade in his mouth and pulling the meat off with his teeth, took a final look at the map and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
“So, enough of strategy. Aedwyn says if we have enough forces then he will commit, so that gives us Gododdin’s support. Who else has the belly to fight? Can we count on Ynys Manaw?”
Ceretic sighed. “Owain Mawr talks like he will, but is still hesitant to promise. He waits to see what the others will do.”
Tegfan nodded hesitantly. “Not the best news, but I’ll take it.”
“What of Galloway?” Cyric looked up from the map.
“No. Lochlann says the time is not right.” Ceretic tossed his knife into a plate. “Unless the outcome looks certain, he won’t commit any men right now, and I’ve sorely tried his patience with my many requests.”
Ceretic raised an eyebrow. “Gwynedd?”
Tegfan leaned back in his chair. “Cunneda is wavering. He is one of the farthest south and feels vulnerable. Without stronger support from the northern kingdoms, he won’t join the cause.”
Ceretic shook his head. “Then it’s not enough. Without Lochlann, Owain, and Cunneda we’ve got 4000 men at best. It’s a good start, but not enough to take on three Roman legions.”
“I know, I know,” Tegfan took a drink from his tankard, set it down hard and pushed the maps away. “All the talk, the strategy. No matter how we plan it, there are not enough men. And there are too few kings with the vision to see it through. They all sit on their hands, looking back and forth, waiting on someone else.”
“What about the Picts? They have no love for the Romans.”
Tegfan shook his head. “A good idea, Cyric, but we don’t know them. My family hasn’t made any contact with them since my grandfather. Besides, I’ve heard they are at war with the Dalriada.”
“Aye, they are,” agreed Ceretic.
“Don’t you have a family connection with the Picts?” Cyric persisted.
“I do,” Ceretic nodded, “but I’ve been on the outs with them for years. Dead relatives can’t help you much, and I don’t even know who is king up there now.”
“And here we are, back at the beginning, doing nothing, just talking,” Tegfan stared off into the distance. “And Roman soldiers still harass our southern villages. They rebuild their wall and all we can do is engage them in petty skirmishes. The Romans…”
He took another swig of mead, and looked off again, at nothing in particular. “Ceretic, there has been a burden of responsibility upon my family for over three centuries. Boudicca could not do it, nor her grandson Avalloch, or any of those descended from his loins. It is our duty to drive out the Romans, and it seems an impossible task. My own father Tuehant could not accomplish it. I am the fifteen generation descended from Boudicca; the task is come to me.”
“You cannot take this whole burden upon yourself. Others…”
“Others may help, old friend, but this duty is now mine. I must somehow find a way…” he looked to the side and saw his oldest son Rhun, ten years old, shaggy head of blond hair, patiently waiting. The king’s face softened and he smiled.
“Yes, Rhun?”
The boy took a step forward. “Father, Frydissa, Coel and I finished taking care of our horses and cleaned their stalls. Our chores are done. You said Cyric was going to teach us to shoot again today?”
“Yes I did,” Tegfan frowned. “But where are your manners, boy? Do you not see we have a guest?”
Rhun’s face flushed and he turned to his father’s friend. “Oh yes, most sorry. It is good to see you again, Sire. I am pleased you have come to visit. How are Brann and Thaia?”
Ceretic chuckled. “Good to see you too, my boy. Brann is now almost grown. He is here, but with the rest of my men. Thaia, your betrothed, is well, and she asks about you also. I’m sure in a few more years you will be a bit more interested in her than you are now.”
Rhun nodded. Tegfan cleared his throat and looked to his archer. Cyric chuckled.
“Fetch your bows, and meet me at the targets. I’ll be here shortly.”
In the northwestern corner of the castle, near the guardhouse, were three cloth targets, nailed to planks and set on tripods. Tegfan’s three children stood thirty feet in front of the right one, at a line marked for target practice. As Cyric, bow in hand, walked toward them, he could see they were talking to each other and hadn’t yet seen him. Stopping almost fifty feet from the targets, he smiled at his young charges. They’d known him all their lives, and saw him almost daily. He knew they looked up to him, practically considering him a member of the family, and he was glad to fill the role. They were easily impressed with his archery skills, and he used that to benefit in teaching them.
Raising the yew longbow into position, his left hand clenched the leather grip. With a smooth fluid motion he reached for the quiver on his back, pulled and nocked an arrow, aiming at the center target. The children still didn’t know he was there, and it was time for a bit of a show. He took a deep breath. Release, nock the next. Release, nock the next, release. With staccato precision three arrows hit the center of the middle target almost simultaneously, their fletchings bunched together in a mass of feathers. In surprise the children turned and gasped to see the bull’s eye cluster, and then looked back at the archer. Rhun grinned, Frydissa clapped her hands together, and Coel raised his left hand to block the sun as he squinted at Cyric.
“Is that what you’re teaching us today?”
The archer bid them form a line, and with mock seriousness, sized them up. Rhun was focused on Cyric. Frydissa, age nine, stood near him, her curly red hair dancing in the breeze. Her look was anticipatory. She did not have to be here, but she was determined not to be left out. Being a boy was not a prerequisite for shooting a bow. Coel, age seven, stood nearby. He was dark, and his eyes were those of his mother Gwendolyn. They were a constant reminder of the wife and mother lost when she birthed him. He looked impatient.
“What are we wait…”
“Shhhh,” Cyric put a finger to his lips. He stroked his beard, appearing deep in thought.
“I think Rhun will shoot first.”
“You always say that,” Frydissa stomped her foot.
“I’m the oldest, that’s why,” Rhun smirked.
Coel scowled. “It’s not fair.”
Cyric continued. “Nonetheless, Rhun will be first today. You all know the technique. I’ve shown you several times. Now it’s about practice.”
Rhun took his stance. “Raise the bow just a bit higher,” Cyric guided his arm.
Rhun released the arrow and it hit the very corner of the target.
“Take your time. Take a deep breath; be sure to close your left eye.”
“I know that,” Rhun released another arrow. It missed the target and bounced off the stone wall behind it. Frydissa snickered, and Rhun shot her an angry glance.
“Try again,” encouraged Cyric. “Raise the bow a bit, a little more to the left.”
Rhun shot again, and his third arrow hit inside the outer circle.
“Good, now you’re getting it. Frydissa’s turn.”
“It was only three arrows,” complained Rhun. His expression turned to a sulk.
Smiling, Frydissa took the stance, lined up her target, and let fly an arrow. It hit just inside the outer circle. Her second one did the same.
“Move your left foot back a little,” Cyric directed. “And aim just a bit more to the left.”
She released the arrow, and her third one missed the target, skidding in the dirt. She frowned at that.
“A bit too much to the left. It’s all right, don’t get discouraged.”
A young man appeared at Cyric’s side. “Sir, the king wishes to speak with you.”
“Very well. Coel, take your turn. I will be back in a moment.”
Coel nodded and took his place to shoot. Rhun had no intention of cheering on his little brother, and he scanned the courtyard to see what else was going on and noticed a horse-drawn wagon, filled with cut hay, just entering through the north gate. A man rode on a seat at the front, and Rhun recognized the boy walking beside the plodding horse.
The weathered wagon stopped, and Hamish, close in age to Rhun, went back to the hay. Lifting a basket of apples from the wagon, he started toward the keep. Rhun spied a small hard apple on the ground and smirked. Pulling out an arrow, he pushed the hard green apple onto the iron tip and nocked the arrow. One last look over at Frydissa and Coel to see they were talking and facing the other direction. He took careful aim at the boy, half the distance the targets had been, and let fly the arrow. It was an easy shot. The hard, apple-tipped arrow connected with a powerful impact, hitting the lad square in the back with an audible thump. Stumbled forward from the blow, he dropped the basket and ended up face down, arms spread, on the ground, surrounded by apples. Rhun stood, bow by his side, chuckling at the unfortunate lad. Just then he felt the bow jerk out of his hand.
Cyric stood over him, a stern look upon his face. “You are the crown prince of Ebrauc. Cruelty does not become you.”
At first Rhun was afraid, but then set his jaw. “Give me back my bow.”
“No. You are done for the day. Hamish was bringing apples to your father and hay to feed the animals, including your horse. You should go fetch a prong, and help him pitch the hay.”
“No. I’m going to tell my father you took –”
“Yes, let us go talk to your father and tell him why you’ll be having bruised apples this evening for supper. He’s known me far longer than he has you. Who do you suppose he will listen to? ”
Rhun glared at the archer, turned and stomped away.
Frydissa shot another arrow, and it hit close to the inside ring of her target.
“Coel, look what…” her voice trailed off as she looked over to where she thought her younger brother would be. Instead she saw his bow on the ground and Coel, instead, over near the gate, on hands and knees, helping a boy pick up apples. Curious, she set her own bow down and walked over.
“Coel, what are you doing?”
“Helping Hamish pick up his apples. Rhun shot him in the back with this,” Coel held up the arrow with the apple on the end, “he fell and dropped his basket.”
Crouching down she started picking up apples. “I’m sorry, Hamish. Rhun can be such an arse.”
“Hamish,” a man called from the wagon, “Is everything all right?”
The boy looked behind him. “Yes, father. I dropped some apples; I’ll be back in just a bit.”
She looked him over. He lived in the village just outside the castle, and yet his life was so different than hers; barefoot, face smudged, and a rough black wool tunic with a rope tied at the waist. It was so unlike the finely woven clothes worn by the royal family.
“Father’s sight is almost gone, and his arm has never healed since he broke it two summers ago. He can hardly work anymore.”
Coel looked at Hamish’s feet. “You don’t have any sandals?”
The boy shrugged. “No, not now. I don’t need sandals in the summer. Besides, they’re worn out and broken. After harvest, I get a new pair to last me through the winter.”
Frydissa dropped the last two apples in the basket and stood, holding it out in front of her. “All finished. Here are your apples.”
The boy smiled. “They’re your apples actually. I was bringing them to your father. Many thanks for helping me gather them up, but I must go now and unload the hay.” He turned to leave and started walking away.
She felt a lump in her throat, and she shoved the basket at Coel.
“Hamish, wait.” She ran a few steps to catch up with him. When he turned around, Frydissa unpinned something from her tunic.
“Hold out your hand,” she said.
Puzzled, he obliged her. She dropped a broach in his palm and smiled.
He stared at the jewelry. There were two intertwined knots, one silver, one copper, mounted on an iron backing and pin.
“M’lady, I cannot accept…”
“Take it, please.” She almost started to give him a hug, but then paused. It was not the proper thing to do. But she was pleased when he grinned, turned and ran back to the wagon.
399 AD
It was a fortnight after Winter Solstice. A late afternoon wind gusted in from the sea, churning the gray waves; a portent of a dark and bitter squall. By sunset the tempest made landfall in all its fury; bringing a howling east wind and moiling black clouds tinged with cold surreal green. The downpour was intense and sudden, and the gale drove it almost sideways into the coastline. Biting and stinging, rain slammed into the hillside village, and after a few minutes, a thatched roof ripped loose; shredded and vanished in the blackness. The rage of the storm almost drowned out even the wailing screams of the family as they fled the shambles of their home; and stumbling and falling, fought their way to the refuge of the castle. Sobbing, their numb fists beat on the stout gate, and opening it, the guards were met by four shivering souls with wild eyes and stringy dripping hair.
Tegfan gave them permission to stay in a section of the servants’ quarters, and, out of kindness, sent down extra food and drink. Though the shelter was inside the courtyard and attached to the castle wall, there was no floor but the ground. Straw, many times tramped down and recently scattered with a fresh layer, softened it, but the room would not be swept clean until spring.
A young man, his mother, little sister and brother huddled against the inside wall as far as they could get from the wind and rain blowing through a cracked shutter over a tiny window. They heaped straw around themselves and, as best they could, arranged two rough cloaks and a single blanket to cover their bodies. They spoke little and kept their eyes fastened to the flickering light from a small fire set in a rough, high-walled ceramic bowl. The glow was almost as comforting as the heat given off by the flame. As long as the fire burned, as long as the light shown, there was safety.
He looked around their shelter, the flickering shadows giving a sense of its size and sturdiness. The flittering gloom revealed a single leak in the ceiling, near one of the timbers, and he decided the shelter was solid enough. Though the wind and rain might howl and even invade the window, there was adequate protection here from the hard winter night. Turning back to the scant fire, he tried to sort out the many odors of the room. Of course, there was the left over aroma of the stew they’d eaten, the smell of wet straw, smoke from the fire, but also the pungent stench of urine, human waste, and beer. It almost gagged him as they entered the room, but now, his nose was somewhat accustomed to the miasma. In spite of it being cold, the wind cleared the air a bit and that was a good thing. Piling fresh straw where they sat, he hoped he’d chosen a clean spot for his family.
Pulling the blanket snuggly around the little group, he listened to the soft whimpering of his sister and closed his eyes, wishing, in spite of the chill, sleep would come. Slumber was a refuge from hunger and misery, a respite from the responsibility he must deal with tomorrow; to go back to the place that was once their home; where he would stand in their hovel, amid the ruin and look up to see the sky as their only covering. The roof was gone. His father built that roof and now his father was dead.
The little boy shivered next to him, and he tried to share more of the cloak.
“Hamish, I’m so cold.” His foggy breath seemed to freeze the words in mid air.
“I know, I know,” the young man held him closer. “Our cloaks and blankets will warm us up soon. He cast a quick glance at his mother, who watched with worried eyes.
“We’ll be all right. I promised you I’d take care of everyone after father died, and I will.”
“I know you will, Hamish.” She held the little girl tight against her, and pulled the blanket closer.
The second floor room of the keep was spacious and the high ceiling made it seem even larger. Luxurious rugs covered most of the stone floor, and thick tapestries hung against the windows, blocking any of the bitter wind the closed shutters could not. Numerous candles gave ample light, giving the room a warm golden glow, and they occasionally flickered as the wind still somehow whispered in. A huge fire roared in the hearth, making it easy to forget the storm outside; and the smells of burning wood, candle wax and leftover aromas of dinner filled the cozy room.
Tegfan and Cyric huddled at a small table studying parchment manuscripts. Rhun looked over his father’s shoulder, curious, but uninvolved. Two musicians played softly in the corner, the older one sat in a chair, plucking the strings of his harp. His younger companion stood next to him and played a simple flute. They were grateful for the evening they’d been able to spend in the keep, the generous dinner, the company of the royal family and the warmth of the room on such a bone chilling night.
The woman servant, Maura, stood near the middle of the floor, showing Frydissa dance steps to match the music. As a young woman of fourteen, Frydissa discovered a new interest in dancing these past few months and was grateful for Maura’s lessons. The servant was non-descript in her simple brown tunic, but her face lit up as she moved to the music, and her cheerful expression made her look much younger than her age.
Coel relaxed in a comfortable chair, his full stomach and the warm room making his eyelids heavy. His head slowly drooped to the side and when his chin finally fell, it jerked him awake and he stood, glancing first toward the music and then the three at the table. He wandered over to the side of the room to a table with wooden pieces set upon it.
He looked back to the group. “Does anyone want to play me a game of chess?”
Cyric sighed. “I would, young Coel, but I think your father has other things in mind tonight.”
“Sorry, Coel,” Tegfan shuffled through some parchment documents. “Cyric is learning Latin this evening.”
Coel gazed above the game pieces to the stone wall, where a long vellum document hung from a sash. It looked very old.
Tegfan glanced over his shoulder at his younger son. His attention went back to the documents, but then he pushed back his chair and rose, walked over and stood behind Coel, putting a hand on his shoulder. Some things must be done in the moment.
“Last time you tried to recite our lineage to me you made two mistakes.”
“I know. I think I’ve learned it this time.”
“Good. Your sister has memorized it as well. Show your older brother how it goes.”
“I only made one mistake, father,” Rhun called out.
“One mistake too many, at your age,” he answered, not looking at his oldest. “Face me then, Coel ap Tegfan, and tell me of your fathers.”
Coel turned from the wall and stared deep into his father’s eyes. “I am Coel, son of Tegfan, son of Teuhant, son of Tyddbwyll, son of Urban, son of Gradd, son of … Rrivedel.” His chest swelled with pride; to be the son of kings, all down through the long years. Eyes locked on his sire’s, he almost thought he could see the generations of all those who came before him.
He continued, focusing intently. “Rrivedel, who regained his throne from the Romans, was the son of Retigern, son of Oudecant, son of Outigar, son of Ebuid, son of … Endos, son of Eudelen, son of Eugein, son of Avalloch, son of Bedelia, who was a daughter of Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni, who fought against the Romans.” His voice faded, and he imagined at the end, in his father’s countenance, he had glimpsed the face of the Iceni Queen.
The king beamed. “Well done, Coel. Be proud of your ancestors and your heritage, especially Boudicca, what she tried so hard to accomplish and what we still have yet to do.”
“I will… I am,” Coel’s mind refocused back to the present.
“Father,” Rhun called from the table. “We’ve started on the next document.”
“Good.” Tegfan tousled his younger son’s hair before going back to the table.
Cyric sighed. “It’s bad enough you’ve taught me how to speak Latin. Thank the gods I never have to use it.”
Tegfan smiled. “Ah, but if you don’t use it, you’ll forget it.”
Cyric nodded. “That’s true for sure. I have forgotten some of it already.”
“And that’s why you need to learn how to read it too, so you won’t forget it.”
I’m too old to learn to read another language. The writing is completely different.”
Tegfan smiled. “With practice it will come to you, that’s what it took for me. It’s a difficult language, but it is the language of our enemy, and we must know it. Rhun, you must learn it too.” Tegfan held up the document, glanced at it and then put it down again.
“This is Book One, of the Annals of Tacitus. He was a Roman historian. The Romans think we should know this because they want to impose their culture on us; they consider us part of their empire. Our family will never accept that, but to study it is still a good way to learn the language. Cyric, have a read.”
Cyric blinked to refocus and began to read aloud. “’Urbem…Romam a…principio…reges habuere…Rome in the beginning was ruled by kings.”
“Very good.”
Cyric blinked again, shaking his head. ‘It’s the writing, figuring it out gives me a headache.”
“You’ll get it. Rhun, what does it say next?”
The young man cleared his throat. “’libertatem… et consulatum L. Brutus instituit.’ I don’t know what it means.”
The king sighed and looked to Cyric.
“Freedom and the consulship were established by Lucius Brutus.”
“Well done. Rhun, don’t postpone this any longer. It will help you much in life.”
“Rhun,” Maura called out, “we need you over here for just a bit.”
“Go ahead,” Tegfan nodded. The young man got up from the table and started across the room.
Maura smiled at Rhun, “The spring festival is just two moons away. As princess, Frydissa will be leading the young noble women’s’ dance. We’re working out the steps and I think it’s coming together nicely, but there is a short part where some young men will participate, and we need you to stand in for a bit.
Besides,” she winked at him, “I think it will be more fun than learning Latin.”
The king lifted his eyes from the table and looked at her askance. Maura feigned innocence and Tegfan chuckled, returning to the parchment.
Maura motioned to the musicians, and they started the tune again. It was light and airy and she started swaying to the music.
“Feel it,” she encouraged Frydissa, nodding her head. The princess kept her eyes on Maura and mirrored her motions. “Good,” Maura smiled.
In spite of himself, Rhun enjoyed watching the dance. He thought it would only be a diversion from the Latin, but it seemed a rather pleasant distraction. As he watched Maura, he decided she was once rather pretty, but now, almost twenty years older than him, it seemed odd to think she of her as a young girl, laughing and dancing, flirting and courting with young men. She finally waved the musicians to stop.
Nodding approval, he applauded. Frydissa blushed at the clapping.
“Thank you very much, kind sir,” Maura, gave a slight bow. “Now, it is your turn to learn the dance.” At that he took a few steps to stand close by her.
Motioning to the musicians, they started the tune again. Her feet heard the music and flitted over the floor.
“Move with the rhythm of the tune,” she encouraged Rhun, nodding her head. It felt awkward, but he obliged her a bit by bobbing his head, going through the motions, his feet not quite obeying him.
“Well done,” Maura cheered him on, smiling. Though embarrassed, he smiled back. Standing across from her, she prompted him on the motions, to turn, pivot, touch hands, bow, and turn again. He felt somewhat self conscious, but Frydissa chuckled and clapped, the musicians smiled, and no one else was paying attention. Coel was back in his chair, almost asleep and father and Cyric were bent over the parchments, talking quietly. Rhun finally gave in to the music and let its rhythm lead him. Suddenly the tune ended and Maura applauded.
“Splendid, well done, Rhun.”
And much to his surprise, he appreciated the encouragement.
“And now, a partner more your age. Frydissa, come here, dear.”
He was taken aback to be matched to dance with his sister, and she feigned surprise too, but smiled. Now of an age where visions of young women filled his daydreams, this might have been a distraction, was it not his sister.
Maura motioned to the musicians, and they began. With encouragement from their teacher, they circled each other, touched hands, turned and began the motions of the dance. Frydissa was barefoot, and her off-white tunic swirled around her bare legs as she moved. It was surprising how much he was enjoying himself, but then he lost track of his footsteps and wobbled for a moment, and she laughed good-naturedly. Taking that as encouragement he continued on, intent on performing well. As he followed his sister’s movements, he wondered how, just a few years ago, he could have thought this silly.
The room was warm, and the music lifted his spirits. They turned and twirled, matching the music and each other and he saw his sister through new eyes. No longer a little girl, he’d forgotten how much she reminded him of his beloved and beautiful mother. She was maturing and would soon be a woman, her once gangly body now filling out with curves. They faced each other, and her eyes sparkled from the candlelight. He looked away, and then back. For a moment his mind went to Thaia, but then back to Frydissa, dancing before him.
The dance. The closeness, the brush of bodies, one against another, the smell of perspiration, the meeting of eyes, the smiles and then, the dawning in his mind of the symbolism of their motions, the play, the longing, the innocent seduction. The dance. How could Maura ask him to do this with his sister? How could his imagination descend to these dark places? Shocked at his thoughts, he willed them from his mind, forcing himself back to the music.
His eyes followed the golden ringlets of Frydissa’s hair cascading down over her bare neck, grazing her shoulders, her beautiful red mane just long enough to cover her breasts. It felt as though his eyes were lingering, caressing, following the curved line of her tunic. Both entranced and appalled, Rhun finally looked away, stopped dancing, and held up his hands, his face flushed.
“Keep moving,” encouraged Maura, “you’re doing well.”
“No, I cannot, I must not,” Rhun shook his head, his face now red with shame. He turned away, embarrassed anyone would see his condition. “I’m not feeling well. I must take my leave.” The musicians stopped playing.
“Rhun, wait!” complained Frydissa. “Don’t go, we were just having fun.”
“No, I’m not well,” he reached the doorway. “I need to go to bed. I’m sorry.” He opened the door, and without looking back, walked through and closed it behind him.
“Strange,” Maura puzzled, “I hope he’s all right.”
“Oh, he’ll be fine,” Frydissa waved her hand. “Coel,” she motioned to her little brother, “Come over here and dance.”
Coel rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to.”
“Come on,” Maura laughed. “It will be fun.”
“Yes,” Frydissa held out her hand, “just for a bit.”
“Oh, all right,” Coel sighed, getting out of the chair.
And Rhun stood in the hallway, a few steps from the door, leaning his head on the cool stone wall, eyes closed, waiting for his heart to slow down a bit before he stood up straight, took a breath, and headed down the torch lit corridor to his room.
402 AD
Chapter 3 - The Dragon
An hour after dawn patches of gray fog still hung where the cool air pooled, in pockets of shadow near stands of trees and quiet ponds surrounded by dewy grass. Out in the open, away from tree and fog was the stone circle; thirty feet in diameter, with high stone pillars every few feet, each standing taller than the height of two men. Rough hewn stone slabs were laid across the tops. In a few places slabs were missing between and these spaces were filled instead with thick oaken beams. This morning, Tegfan and his two sons were here, inside the enclosure, along with five archers, two goats, and a dog.
In the center of the circle lay a circular stone slab, about four feet in diameter. They built a fire there, partially for warmth, but for another purpose as well. A half hour earlier, per his father’s instruction, Coel opened a large cloth bag and threw handfuls of grayish moss onto the fire, almost smothering the flames. And then, as thick bluish smoke began drifting from the stone circle, the young man opened up another bag and dumped its contents, an armload of reddish brown lichens, onto the smoldering moss. Within a few minutes, a smell of meat began wafting through the air from the burning lichens. It was an aroma like no other, a strange odor, both pungent and rank. It was the only thing they knew would attract the rare, but dangerous object of their hunt.
Tegfan sat nearby on a large, flat stone. Coel, just fifteen years old, was next to him. Rhun, now a man of eighteen, stood nearby, anxiously scanning green hills. He glanced back at his father, who gave a nod and a wink. Rhun managed a weak smile and looked out into the distance again. Coel tapped his father’s arm and pointed to one of the stone pillars.
Tegfan smiled, crow’s feet showing at the corners of his eyes. “No need to keep silence, my sons. Your prey will not be frightened.”
Coel rose and walked over to the stone, examining the deep scratches down the side of the pillar, feeling the deep grooves in the rough stone. His father joined him; stooped down and picked up a large broken claw, pondering it, eyes flitting over the surface. Eyes once a piercing light blue, the color of the sky, they now looked faded, and one was starting to cloud over. He held the claw out to his young son. It was wide as a man’s hand.
“Yes, Coel, you see what we are up against. This circle of dragonstones tells the tale of many a previous struggle. But do not worry, we will prevail.”
Just then the dog began barking and snarling. Rhun gave it a panicked glance and his hand slowly moved to the hilt of his sword. Tegfan walked back to his sitting place, patting his oldest son on the shoulder as he passed.
“Stay the course. All is well.” The older man sat back down.
Rhun gasped and raised his arm, stabbing at the distance with his finger.
“There!”
“Yes,” nodded the king, grinning, his eyes flashing excitement. “And now it begins. Coel, time to come back to the center of the circle.”
The younger man, still studying the grooves in the stones, looked up, startled. He hurried back and sat next to his father.
Off in the distance they saw it. It was taller than three men, over twice that in length, and slowly lumbered in their direction. Rhun’s mouth gaped at the sight, his eyes wide. The dragon strode purposely on its huge rear legs. Its front legs, halfway up its chest, were puny and appeared to be of little use. Its head was massive; its mouth gaped wide, with rows of sharp yellow teeth. By using its long, thick tail as a counterweight, it changed direction easily, moving now directly at them, toward the smoke of their fire.
Rhun stood frozen. How could such a… thing exist? The stories, the drawings, the heroic tellings of battle around the fire, none of these could compare to the horror approaching him. How could he have gone his whole life and never seen such a monster as this? How could men kill this…thing? Out of instinct, he drew his sword, thinking it the bravest act he could muster and looked to his father for approval. Tegfan smiled at the futile gesture. Rhun took it as a sign of confidence.
One hundred feet away and they could see the fog of its breath in the chilly morning. He thought it looked like smoke and the image made it more fearsome and terrible. If there were a king of all lizards, this would be it. Unbelievably the dog was still barking, and the noise seemed to attract the monster. Both goats, tied fast to secure rings buried in the ground were showing signs of concern, shaking and moving skittishly. The young man wanted to quiet the dog, but was transfixed by the beast striding toward him. He would have sworn the monster’s footfalls shook the ground. With no confidence in the course of action he was about to take; it seemed certain death was only minutes away. But he believed his father instructions. Take a deep breath and try to sound commanding.
“Archers to the ready!” His voice quavered and he was angry because of it. The five archers nocked their arrows. The shouted command and the barking dog encouraged the last few footfalls toward them. The other animals now smelled the beast and became frantic, pulling and choking against their lines. The top of the dragon’s head was now visible over the oaken beams laid flat across the tops of the stones. It gave a loud growl.
“What do we have?” called out Tegfan to his son.
Rhun took a few steps to the side to get a better look between the lower legs of the beast. He let out a sigh, a mixture of disappointment and relief.
“It’s a female, father.”
“Send her on her way then.”
Rhun began walking over toward one of the goats.
“No, that is not your job.”
Rhun sighed, planted himself, turned his sword over, put the tip on the ground and leaned on it, trying to look in control.
“Coel, cut loose one of the goats.”
Coel scrambled off his stone perch over to one of the panicked goats, pulled a knife and cut its line. Wide eyed, the goat bolted from the circle, between the stones, in the opposite direction of the monster, bleating as it went. The dragon’s eyes followed the fleeing meal. It growled again, taking hurried steps to get around the circle. About fifty feet from the stones it caught the goat in its powerful jaws with one lunging bite. It raised its head and chewed its prey, crunching and tearing with massive teeth, blood and scraps of flesh hanging from its teeth. The men watched in morbid fascination as the dragon ate and in moments the goat was gone. Finished, it turned its gaze back to them, taking a few steps back toward the circle.
Tegfan stood to watch, nervous for his son, and his breath clouded the air. Though on a hunting trip, his dress was both warm and regal; a dark blue tunic, thick leather boots, and a gray wool cloak to keep out the cold dampness.
“She got her meal, now send her away.”
Rhun nodded and turned to the archers. “Cyric, one to the thigh.”
The oldest archer of the group nodded. In one fluid motion he reached over his shoulder, slipped out an arrow, nocked it, pulled back his bow and took aim. The arrow flew and the iron tip buried itself in the thigh of the beast. It lowered its head, gave a savage roar of pain and bit at the arrow, snapping it off. The younger men shuddered from the sound. Pausing and pushing its nose between the pillars, it growled again. And then, apparently deciding more meat was not worth taking another arrow, it snorted, turned, and lumbered off into the mist. The men stood in stunned silence.
“Now you see how it is done, boy,” smiled the king. “You’ll be ready for the next one.”
“What if there are no males today, Father?”
“Then we’ll come back. The day is early. Do not despair. Dragons are rare, but there are still a few.” The king was now much past middle-age and witnessed many such confrontations between dragons and men. He still stood tall, but was now stouter. His hair, once blond and flowing, was now mostly gray, straggly and dirty, down to his shoulders.
Rhun had the look of his father, though slimmer, with blond hair now curly and flowing down almost to his shoulders. There was a look of forced confidence in his eyes as he tried to fit into the role of an eighteen-year-old prince who was just become a man. A beard, though still sparse, would, in a few years, undoubtedly be fit for a king .
Coel was shorter, but sturdier than his brother and no longer looked like a boy. A few sparse dark whiskers broke up the smoothness of his face.
Rhun walked over and sat by him, on the side opposite their father. Apparently in good spirits, he bumped shoulders with his brother.
“You think this is funny, don’t you, watching me try to do this?”
“No,” grinned Coel. “It’s pretty scary. Well, actually it does make me chuckle a bit. I mean, you are normally so confident and this—”
“...You will say nothing to anyone,” Rhun eyes suddenly turned cold. “This hunt is only for us. Don’t make me sorry you came today.”
“Rhun, what’s wrong with you? I know how this works.” Coel stood and abruptly walked away.
And so they sat and waited. The sun shone its feeble rays through the September fog and the morning progressed, bringing little warmth. Coel stoked the fire and added more moss and lichens. They sat on the cold stones and ate meat, cheese and bread. Rhun paced, lost in thought. Tegfan waited with his men, Coel by his side. During a lull in the conversation, Coel reached over to his father and touched the pale green stone that hung in a golden mesh on a chain from his father’s neck.
“Tell us the story of your dragonstone, father.”
The king thoughtfully scratched his beard. Once it was as blond as his hair, now it was gray too.
“Tonight. The gods willing, we will have a feast tonight, and then I’ll tell the story again. That’s where the story is told. Besides, and don’t tell Rhun this, I am so certain we will have a dragon today that I have already planned a feast, and even invited Strathclyde.” Tegfan winked.
Coel grinned back and turned his eyes back to the stone. As large as a fist, it hung around the king’s neck, nestled in the gold chain netting. Off in the distance they heard the roar.
Rhun’s eyes grew wide as he cast a look in the direction of the noise. Tegfan clapped his hand down on Coel’s knee.
“By the gods, that sounds like our dragon. The females growl, the males roar. Look ready Rhun.”
They all took their places. Coel scooped their food into a bag and watched.
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