
        
            [image: cover]
        


Celtic
Dreams of Glory

 


by

 


Barry
Mathias

 


 


[image: tmp_8ef7f444cfc271de695e582fa306bc3f_KC9kK9_html_m698f117e.png]


 


Copyright © 2013,
Barry Mathias. All rights reserved.

Disclaimer—This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events are the
product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events or locales is
entirely coincidental.

Visit this
book’s website at www.barrymathias.net and
ancientbloodlinestrilogy.com

ISBN
978-1-897435-96-0 (trade paperback)

ISBN
978-1-897435-97-7 (ebook)

Published by Agio
Publishing House, Victoria, BC

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION v2


 


 Historical Note

 


When the Roman
armies finally captured the holy island of Ynys Mon (Anglesey) in
AD 61, they destroyed the power of the Druids who, for centuries,
had provided leadership for the Welsh, both religiously and
militarily.

After the Roman
legions withdrew from Britain in AD 410, they left behind a
fractured country divided into fiercely defended kingdoms and
princedoms. Eventually, the Saxons became the rulers of England,
and nearly six hundred years after the Roman withdrawal, a divided
collection of Celts attempted to defend their borders against an
enemy that was considerably more united. In Wales, the Celts of the
north and those of the south maintained an on-going suspicion and
dislike of each other.

Gwynedd was
always the most important kingdom of Wales. When the young King
Gruffydd ap Llewelyn of Powys claimed Gwynedd, he became the most
powerful leader of his time. He reinforced his reputation with his
famous victory over the Saxons at the battle of Rhyd-y-Groes, and
over the following years he fought and negotiated his way to
becoming the first, and only, King of All Wales.

Sadly for Wales,
his reign only lasted a bare seven years. With his death in 1063,
much of the unity he had created fell apart, and Wales was never
completely united under one king ever again.

It is
interesting to note that King Gruffydd ap Llewelyn was defeated by
Harold Godwinson, the Saxon Earl of Wessex, who was to become King
of England three years later. Harold’s reign was short. Within a
few months, in 1066, Duke William of Normandy, known as the
Bastard, who became William the First of England, killed him at the
Battle of Hastings.
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 Prologue

 


February 1039 – The Royal Palace at Powys

“My
Lord King, a messenger from Gwynedd has arrived!”

Gruffydd ap Llewelyn, King of Powys, sat up in his chair, and
lowered his cup of mulled wine. He was a compact man, yet taller
than many Welshmen. He possessed huge strength and energy and,
after spending his youth in debauchery, was intent on making up for
lost time. He looked enquiringly at his younger brother, Prince
Arthwyr. “At this time of night?”

“It
must be important.” Arthwyr stretched his long legs towards the
glowing fire. “Nobody would travel in this weather unless they had
to.”

“Show
him in.”

Almost immediately, the messenger entered and bowed to the
King. He was a young man, well dressed for the winter conditions,
but he staggered slightly and was obviously near exhaustion.
Gruffydd pointed to a stool; the man sank down gratefully, and took
a deep breath. “My Lord King, Iago of Gwynedd was murdered two days
ago.”

Gruffydd sprang to his feet. “How did it happen?”

“My
Lord, he was killed by a family member over a land
dispute.”

“Duw.
What a waste, he was a good man,” Arthwyr said. “Those mountain
tribes are forever at each other’s throats.”

“And
his wife and son?” The King stroked his thick beard in an agitated
manner.

“They
have fled to Ireland, my Lord.”

“And
the murderer?”

“The
King’s personal guard chased him down and killed him.”

After a moment’s pause, Gruffydd beckoned to his Seneschal.
“Make sure he is well looked after.”

There was a silence, as they waited for the room to empty.
Athwyr turned to his older brother. “You know what this
means?”

“I’m
related to the former King Anarwd ap Rhodri of Gwynedd, which means
I have as good a claim as anyone else to the Kingdom.” He paused,
and seemed to grow in size. “I will be King of Gwynedd and Powys. I
will be the most powerful king in Wales. We leave tomorrow. I’ll
rely on you to make the arrangements. Make sure the nobles are
ready to ride at first light. I’ll take my personal guard, and
anyone else with a horse.” He laughed. “We must look as though we
have the support, even if we don’t.”

“So,
you will want me to come?”

“Of
course.”

“You
remember? I was going to visit your good friend Cydweli, at
Rhyd-y-Groes, and see how his fort was progressing.”

“That
can wait. If I can become King of Gwynedd, I will eventually become
King of All Wales.”

“Not
if the Saxons destroy Cydweli’s fort.” Arthwyr looked hard at his
brother. “Cydweli could well be the difference between your vision
of a Welsh nation, and an invasion of our country by the
Saxons.”

“You’re right, my bother, but Gwynedd is the one Kingdom that
will always dominate Wales. I cannot achieve my goal without
becoming its King. The Saxons will not attack until the snow is
gone and the land has dried.” He grasped his brother’s hand. “Trust
me. One thing at a time.”
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 CHAPTER ONE

 


DEHEUBARTH April 1052

Two
men stared anxiously into the fading light, indifferent to the wild
splendor of the western sky. The ragged clouds, illuminated by the
sinking rim of the sun, glowed in violent reds and yellows while
the blackness of the approaching storm slowly dimmed the spectacle.
Below them, a rising sea battered the rocks of the low cliff on
which they stood, the waves surging and sucking with increasing
violence. In front was a small, uninhabited island separated from
the mainland by a wave-swept channel less than an hundred paces
wide.

“Why
haven’t they come back? They must have seen how the weather’s
changing?” The speaker was a short, stocky, bearded man with a
large nose and thick, black, flowing hair, graying at the edges. He
carried a sword; a heavy silver pin held his close-woven cape
together. He punched the air with a clenched fist and looked
angrily at his silent companion. “Have you nothing to say,
Evan?”

“What’s there to say?” Evan shrugged. He was older than Gomer
ap Griffith and, although he was taller and stood with quiet
authority, a stranger would have noted immediately the coarseness
of his clothing and the metal slave band around his left wrist.
“Young men live dangerously. You did when you were their
age.”

Gomer spat contemptuously. “I didn’t risk my life for stupid
things.”

“Yes,
you did. All the time. You did so today. You wouldn’t be standing
here now if I’d not been covering your back.”

“All
right.” He sniffed contemptuously. “That’s what I pay you
for.”

Both
men laughed.

Although Evan had been Gomer’s slave for most of his adult
life, their relationship was one of easy friendship rather than
master and servant. Evan had been born a slave, yet throughout his
life he had been treated well and lived more comfortably than many
peasants. He worked hard for Gomer, acting as a house servant,
guard and even adviser. In return, he had been allowed to marry and
was even paid a yearly stipend. He could, with his savings, have
bought his freedom some years ago, as was his right. But Evan liked
his situation, and the owning of money gave him a secret
satisfaction. Why use his life’s earnings merely to have the band
removed?

“If
they were my own sons I wouldn’t be worrying about
them.”

Evan
smiled. “If they were your sons, they’d be serving with King
Gruffydd ap Llywelyn and killing Saxons.”

There was a silence as Gomer ap Griffith chewed his lower
lip. It would be dark soon and his anger was giving way to guilt.
He should never have agreed to the two young men, his dead
brother’s sons, undertaking such a dangerous mission. If they were
drowned, there would be no heirs to the family property; his
brother, Cydweli, would turn in his grave. “You’re right. If I had
sons they would be with the King.”

“How
long are you going to keep these boys around your apron
strings?”

“I’ve
told you before, and I’ve told them: I will release them as soon as
they stop acting as though they were immortal.”

“Yet,
if they were your sons, you would be proud of their courage and
they would be achieving great things in Gruffydd’s army.” Evan
fingered the metal band. “You still blame yourself for Cydweli’s
death. Yet, you know it wasn’t your fault. In the same way, you’d
blame yourself if anything happened to his sons. You can’t protect
young men, unless you want them to behave like your
daughters.”

“It’s
getting dark,” Gomer said, suddenly changing the subject. “Run back
to the horses and get help. Return to the village and gather up
some fishermen. We need a boat, if any have survived today’s
attack. Get ropes too. Hurry now!”

Evan
stared intently out at the island and, without a word, turned back
towards the path and disappeared into the gloom.

Gomer ap Griffith glared at everything around him. It had
been a long and exhausting day but, apart from the stupidity of his
two nephews, the result had been very satisfactory. After a
decisive victory he had supposed he would be having a well-earned
celebration around a roaring fire with beer and venison, not
standing impotently on this wind-blasted cliff. He should never
have agreed to such a foolhardy scheme. If they hadn’t all been so
emotionally charged after the fighting, they would have realized;
more to the point, he should have realized the stupidity of
it.

“Gwriad! Dafydd! Anybody!” His words were snatched away by the
wind. He stamped his feet in frustration. If they were to return
the way they had gone, they would have to wait until after first
light tomorrow for the next low tide. They had not only missed this
tide, but also there had been no sign of life since his nephews and
his small band of soldiers had disappeared from view, hours ago.
His frustration gave way to misery and he sank down on the damp
ground.

He
sat on his thick cloak and, after cursing the Picts, the weather,
and the frustration of his situation, he began to reflect on his
life and especially on his much loved and respected younger
brother, Cydweli ap Griffith, who had died defending Wales against
the Saxons at the great battle of Rhyd-y-Groes in 1039. It had been
the most important victory the Welsh had ever achieved over the
plundering Saxons. It had all been due to the leadership of the
great Gruffydd ap Llewelyn, King of North Wales. “He’s a great
King,” he murmured, “and he won this area from Hywel ap Edwin, even
though Hywel was supported by the Danes.” He frowned; he had got
into the habit of talking to himself. “Then the bastard Gruffydd ap
Rhydderch of Gwent suddenly attacked and King Gruffydd ap Llywelyn
lost the district of Ystrad Tywi and one hundred and forty of his
household guard were killed.” That had been in 1047 and since then,
and for the last five years, there had been a state of on-going war
between Gruffydd ap Llewelyn, who ruled Gwynedd and most of North
Wales, and Rhydderch, who now controlled Gwent and some of
Deheubarth. “But Rhydderch doesn’t control me, or this area,” he
grumbled. His mind refocused on the earlier part of the day. “Today
started badly, then got better,” he mused. “If only it had remained
so.”

 


• • •

 


It
had been a sun-blessed April day in the year 1052, when Gomer ap
Griffith, one of the minor Lords of Ceredigion and Dyfed, arrived
at the village of Llanduduch, on one of his periodic visits to the
villages and hamlets in his domain. He arrived with a small
bodyguard of well-armed soldiers and was accompanied by his two
nephews, Gwriad and Dafydd and, as always, Evan, his personal
slave.

Gomer liked to visit Llanduduch; over the years had
established a friendly relationship with the village elders. It was
a well-established community on a steep hillside overlooking the
south bank of the River Teifi. It boasted a safe, shallow harbour,
and a small, stone-built church, which perched on a rocky knoll
above the cluster of slate and wood hovels that composed the
village. The inhabitants were poor and, according to their elderly
priest, Brother Williams, mainly God-fearing. Fishing was their
primary occupation, which required the building of coracles: small
round boats with wickerwork frames, covered with woven cloth soaked
in tar. These small boats, sometimes big enough to carry two
people, were well suited to the river, but dangerous in tidal
waters. The village owned only two row boats, each capable of
holding four people, but these were considered unsafe on the sea in
stormy weather and, because of their value, only experienced men
were allowed to use them.

The
women wove the local wool, baked lava bread, grew leeks and
cabbages, and looked after the children and the cooking. The men
fished and occasionally hunted, although all hunting was, in
theory, the right of Gomer ap Griffith. On rare occasions, they
might be enlisted to help their Lord defend his realm, but for the
most part their lives were uneventful and centered on feeding their
families and coping with the vicissitudes of the seasons. The Teifi
was a good salmon river and the village, being only two miles from
the estuary, benefitted from easy access to seafood. There was only
a limited amount of corn and barley grown in the area, and the
women harvested seaweed that they dried and ground to make lava
bread. Up in the bleak hills a few sheep farmers eked out a modest
living, while in the damp valleys, which flooded each spring and
autumn, small herds of local cattle added some limited amounts of
beef and milk to the diet. The cattle were short, black, sturdy
creatures that seemed to mirror their owners, and shared their
stubborn, truculent natures.

Gomer’s party weaved its way past the ancient church with its
small bell tower, and began the steep descent down the winding path
to the centre of the village. The soldiers hung back, pointing out
features of the spectacular view in front of them. Gomer turned and
beckoned to his nephews who were riding behind him.

“Blow
your horn, Gwriad. Nobody’s on watch. You’d think they’d never
heard of Pictish raiders,” he grumbled.

Gwriad blew two long calls on his ram’s horn and stopped his
horse to admire the view. He was eighteen years old, and with his
jet-black hair and enormous energy, was considered handsome by the
local women. He had recently grown a beard, and had persuaded his
uncle to buy him a new horse. Being the elder of Gomer ap
Griffith’s two nephews, he looked forward to the time when he could
shake off the control of his gruff uncle. Gwriad was short and
thickset with piercing blue eyes and a ribald sense of humour. He
was very like his father, Cydweli, who had died in 1039, at the
famous battle of Rhyd-y-Groes, near Welshpool. It had been a
victory of monumental importance for the Welsh forces when Gruffydd
ap Llywelyn, King of Gwynedd and Powys, had defeated the invading
army of Leofric, the Saxon Earl of Mercia, killing his brother
General Edwin and capturing General Aelfgar, the Earl’s son, who
had been seriously wounded. This defeat had blunted the ambitions
of the Saxon invaders and made their father, Cydweli, a national
hero.

Dafydd rode up beside Gwriad. “Does he think the Picts are
going to come over the mountains?” He smiled as he surveyed the
sparkling river, tracing its path into the wide tidal plain, which
led to a narrow estuary with just a glimpse of the blue sea in the
distance. Although only a year younger than his brother, he was not
so confident. He was taller, leaner and had green eyes and a mass
of red hair. The brothers were so different in appearance that some
thought it unlikely they had shared the same father. Dafydd was the
more bookish one, and unlike his elder brother could read Latin. He
always had an opinion and spent his time trying to match his elder
brother’s achievements. “If a Pictish boat came up river, those
fisherman would know. They’re not stupid. Which is why they don’t
post guards around the hillside.”

“He
likes people to welcome him,” Gwriad said, winking at his brother.
“Especially the women.” They watched as women, children and old men
appeared below in the doorways of their houses. “Now he’ll be
happy. All those people clapping and cheering.”

“They’ll be happy, too, when they see those,” Dafydd said,
pointing at a couple of large deer carcasses that were stretched
across the front of two of the soldiers’ saddles. The riders were
close behind Gomer so he could indicate his trophies if he saw
someone he recognized. He had been unsuccessful in hunting for wild
pig earlier that day, but had been satisfied when he killed the two
large deer. It would be enough to feed the village and ensure an
enthusiastic welcome.

“They’ll be particularly happy to eat the venison,” Gwriad
said meaningfully, “for as you know they never taste it unless
Gomer gives it to them.” They nudged each other as they watched
their uncle reach the centre of the village; he was smiling broadly
and nodding graciously in all directions. Women cheered, children
ran excitedly around, dogs barked and geese wobbled away hissing
and flapping their wings. The older men greeted him with formal
bows and there were appreciative noises when they were shown the
deer.

“I’ll
bet he’ll be deep in his cups tonight,” Dafydd murmured. “It might
give us a chance with the local girls.”

“You’re too young for that sort of thing. Best leave it to
those who know what they’re doing.”

“I
might be younger than you, but I’m taller and better
looking.”

“I’ve
seen better faces in a pig sty.”

They
continued in friendly jesting until they dismounted next to their
uncle, who completed the formalities of the greetings and
introductions. “Their father was my younger brother, the great
Cydweli ap Griffith,” he said proudly. “He died thirteen years ago,
when we beat the Saxons at the battle of Rhyd-y-Groes, under the
leadership of King Gruffydd ap Llewelyn.” He glared at the elders.
“Cydweli was a brave man. None like him.” He sniffed, and wiped his
eyes. “He would be forty-four years old next month. The finest man
who ever lived.”

The
old men nodded agreement, and muttered, “He was, Lord. He was.”
They had heard the speech many times over the recent years, but
none dare say so. Two young men of the village had died in that
epic battle and it was still a fresh wound, even though more than a
decade had passed. More important still, was the fact that the
present Lord Gruffydd ap Rhydderch of Gwent had, five years ago,
expelled the same King Gruffydd ap Llewelyn from the area, which
was part of the large principality of Deheubarth. The two Gruffydds
had been at war ever since. Gomer had been one of the few local
nobles to continue to support Llewelyn: the King for whom his
much-loved brother had died.

“When
I die, Gwriad here will be your Lord.” Gomer sniffed loudly and
beckoned to his nephews. “Most of the men are fishing and will be
back before nightfall.” He had a habit of stating the obvious and
making it sound important. He smiled broadly at the assembled
women, and while the older ones bowed their heads, the younger
grinned impishly at the two young lords.

“How’s your wife, my Lord?” a village elder
enquired.

The
smile on Gomer’s face vanished. “She’s well. Thank you for asking.”
It was common knowledge that his wife never left her room, and was
cared for by servants. Rumour had it that she was not in her right
mind and that Gomer rarely visited her. He glared round at his two
nephews.

“Gwriad, take charge of the soldiers and bring in plenty of
fuel. Dafydd, you arrange their billets for tonight and fodder for
the horses.” He nodded to them to come closer. “And keep your hands
off these girls. I don’t want any trouble with their fathers. Is
that clear?” Gwriad nodded diplomatically and made a small bow.
Dafydd looked indignant, but thought better of protesting when his
brother nudged him.

“Good, then.” Gomer took a deep breath, enjoying his power,
and walked off in close conversation with the elders. Behind him
walked Evan, slave and best friend, who knew how to protect his
master without giving offence. Before entering one of the larger
buildings, Gomer turned and glared at the two youths who were
enjoying being the centre of attention. “Now!” he
bellowed.

They
both jumped to attention and strode off towards the soldiers,
smiling weakly, trying to retain some modicum of
self-esteem.

 


• • •

 


The
outdoor feast took place in the centre of the village. The weather
remained fine and, although the night air was cold, the heat of the
fires kept everyone warm. Women roasted the venison on smaller
fires and carved the meat onto wide wooden platters. The men helped
themselves first and the women served the elderly and the children
before finally helping themselves. There were boiled onions, leek
soup with lava bread, and salmon for the appreciative soldiers, for
whom fish was not a daily diet. Both men and women drank beer, and
even the children were allowed a small amount.

Later, amid the shadows and the flickering flames, there was
singing and some dancing. One of the soldiers played the pipes, and
others played flutes, which they had carved in their spare time. A
number of the fishermen owned their own drums, and there was a
primitive excitement in the air. Young girls, egged on by their
mothers, were the first to dance and eventually some of the
fishermen and a few of the soldiers joined in. The young people
danced with a reckless abandon, making the most of a rare event.
Gomer applauded vigorously and nudged Gwriad who was sitting next
to him on a makeshift bench. He had noticed an attractive young
woman beckoning to Dafydd. “Tell that brother of yours that he’s
not to dance, or you either, mind. I do not want to be shown any of
your bastards in this village the next time I come
here.”

Standing behind Gomer, Evan winked at Gwriad, who rolled his
eyes.

“Doesn’t he know it takes more than dancing to make a child?”
he murmured to the family slave.

“Dancing is where you start, isn’t it?” said Evan, with a
broad smile. He nodded at Gomer. “He’s enjoying himself,
anyway.”

This
was the way Gomer always behaved, especially when he had been
drinking. Over the years, Evan had acted like an uncle to the two
brothers, and there was a strong bond between them. Evan
particularly liked Gwriad, with his easy humour, his courage and
the fact he never worried about anything. Dafydd was different: he
respected his uncle, was easily embarrassed, and seemed to worry
about everything. But, even Evan had to admit that Dafydd had the
greater intelligence; while Gwriad was the doer, Dafydd was the
thinker.

Dafydd watched the girl intently. He did not remember seeing
her before, which was strange as she was unusually good looking.
Her thick black hair hung loose about her shoulders and was not
plaited in the usual fashion. Although not tall, she had large,
rounded breasts and broad hips. This was his second visit to this
village, and she had not been around two years ago, when he had
last accompanied his uncle. He affected disinterest for a while,
raising his mug for more beer. But when he next glanced at her she
was still staring at him, her face immobile, but her eyes willing
him to react. Slowly, her mouth parted and her pink tongue
flickered between her full lips. He felt his cheeks flush and an
uncomfortable stirring in his britches. He was about to stand up to
ease himself, when Gwriad passed on his uncle’s prohibition. “He
says no screwing the women. He didn’t say you couldn’t try the men
though.”

Dafydd fumed silently.

“Give
him a bit more time,” Gwriad whispered, out of the side of his
mouth, “he’ll soon be past caring.”

Dafydd gave her an apologetic smile, shrugged his shoulders
and waited obediently. He watched anxiously as Gomer held out his
mug to be refilled. Some of the village elders, sitting on his
right, were already nodding and laughing loudly at nothing in
particular. They kept waking up, repeating what an honour it was to
have their great lord to stay, and drifting off to
sleep.

Brother Williams, who considered himself the most important
man in the village, always sat on Gomer’s right whenever there was
feasting. The priest was the only man in the village with any
education and he managed the finances of the area, answering
directly to his present Lord and, when necessary, to his Bishop,
the latest of whom he had never met. He had known Gomer for many
years and had been responsible for teaching Dafydd how to read and
write in Latin. He had quickly given up with Gwriad, who had always
been more interested in physical things.

Gomer belched loudly, rubbed his belly and, with a beatific
smile, turned to Brother Williams. “Anything going on I should know
about?”

The
priest enjoyed his moments of importance and looked gravely at the
prancing dancers. “My Lord, I suspect there have been a few deer
taken, but nothing serious.” He always gave this report, as Gomer
would have thought it strange if the village youths had suddenly
ceased to carry on an ancient tradition. Brother Williams was also
mindful of the fact that he was always given a generous allowance
of the meat from any illegal hunting.

“That
all?”

“Most
of them come to church regularly. If they don’t, I remind them, of
course.”

Gomer nodded grimly, aware that many of the villagers were
watching their conversation and wondering if the priest would
betray their minor misdemeanors. “Any reports of Picts? I hear
their boats have been raiding the coast up north.”

“No,
my Lord.” The priest cut himself yet another slice of venison, and
chewed on it reflectively. “I can’t imagine they’ll venture this
far down yet. Not until the summer comes, at least. Then, who
knows?” He paused, and took a swig of beer. “It might be a good
idea to give the young men some training, once the weather
improves. Now, if we had trained soldiers in every village, the
Picts would think twice before they risked attacking
us.”

“I’ll
consider it.” This was not the first time the priest had mentioned
training the local youths. Although Gomer liked the idea in
principle, he knew he would have to provide the swords and armor,
and it cost money. The farmers of the inland villages were able to
pay taxes and provide cattle, sheep and pigs in exchange for
protection, but the coastal villages were poor; they paid their
dues in smoked and salted fish, woven goods and wicker baskets.
Only occasionally did traders arrive and pay them money for their
fish, and the priest was always around to demand a contribution for
the Church.

Gomer knew very well that there was also the necessary
payment to be made to soldiers to ensure their loyalty. Every lord
understood that when war was imminent, trained soldiers would hire
themselves to whomever would pay the most. In contrast, untrained
men would always fight to defend their villages and were unlikely
to seek employment elsewhere, preferring family and friends to the
unknown possibilities of foreign parts. If he provided the training
and the weapons the villagers would be able to defend themselves.
However, trained young men might be tempted to seek glory and money
elsewhere, and at his expense. He drank deeply. No need to think
about it now. An alcoholic contentment slowly overtook him, and he
did not notice that his mug had been refilled.

Dafydd waited until Gomer’s eyes closed. Gwriad turned and
leered, did a vulgar gesture with his fingers, and nodded for his
brother to leave. They glanced at Evan, who nodded encouragement.
Dafydd rose casually to his feet, slipped away into the dark, and
made his way to the other side of the fire where the eager young
woman awaited him.

“I
thought you weren’t coming.” She tossed her long black hair
provocatively. Around them, people were drinking, embracing each
other or just staring into the fire. The music was quieter and many
of the men were singing drunkenly. Mothers had begun to collect
their protesting children and were ushering them off home, while
some of the older women continued to serve beer. He stared guiltily
about. Nobody seemed to be watching.

“Sorry, I couldn’t get away. The old man’s forgotten what it’s
like to be young.”

She
smiled up at him. “Better late than never, isn’t it?” She rested
her hand on his arm.

“I’m
Dafydd.” He felt strangely excited.

“I
know who you are. You’re a rich boy, who wants a good time.” Her
hand ran down his chest and stopped, for a moment, on his purse.
“I’m Megan, and I like rich, good looking boys.”

He
reached out to put his arm around her, but she took his
hand.

“Come
with me,” she whispered. “I know a place we can go.”

He
glanced back. His uncle was dozing; the priest was still eating,
and even Gwriad was occupied in a lively discussion with an older
woman. “All right,” he said, his tongue moving nervously over his
lips.

She
led him away from the firelight, past the small, ragged houses
close to the river, and up across a sloping, rough field. Dafydd
looked back to check if anyone had noticed them leave. His eyes had
become accustomed to the dark, and he was certain there was no
movement behind him. In front, the dim outline of a building loomed
up,

“Over
here. It’s my Taid’s barn.”

He
hesitated when he reached the wide doorway. Around him the field
was faintly illuminated by the glow of a partial moon, but the
inside of the barn was as black as pitch. He was wondering what
would happen if her grandfather caught them. “This will do,” he
said, suddenly uneasy.

He
leaned against the wooden doorway and pulled her towards him. His
nervousness made him clumsy, and she fell heavily against his
chest. She was shorter than he was, and he felt her large breasts
pushing against him. “Don’t be in such a hurry,” she murmured,
clasping her hands behind his neck. “I have arranged a comfortable
place, just inside the door here.” She rotated her hips sensuously.
“What a big boy you are then.” She laughed tauntingly, and he felt
certain she was much more experienced than he was. He had only
dreamed about kissing her behind one of the hovels, but she was
indicating something beyond his dreams, or his
experience.

So
this is it, he thought. He had fantasized about this moment, and
especially since Gwriad had described his own adventures with the
maids in Gomer’s fortress. If his older brother was to be believed,
Gwriad had raised the skirts of just about every young woman in the
area.

“What
if anyone should come?”

“They
won’t.”

“But
they might. Perhaps we should stay out here.”

“And
do what?” She chuckled wantonly. “Are you afraid of me?”

“No,
of course not. I just don’t want to upset my uncle.”

“Upset your uncle? Not frightened of him, are you?” She placed
one of her hands between his legs and moved him gently.

He
gasped with pleasure. Things were moving too fast. He placed a hand
tentatively on one of her breasts. He had never touched a woman in
this way, and he was unsure how to proceed.

“Is
this your first time?” she said, as though reading his
mind.

He
grunted, unsure whether to admit to it or not. In recent months he
had tried to measure up to his brother’s boasting, claiming a
number of fictitious conquests of his own, but was unsure whether
Gwriad believed him. Somehow, he had never progressed past kissing,
and had always held back when the local girls had seemed willing.
Even tonight, when there had never been a better opportunity, he
was worrying about his uncle.

He
was not afraid of him. In spite of his gruff manner Gomer had
always treated him fairly. It was simply that Dafydd did not want
to disappoint the man who had taken over the responsibility for his
welfare since his father’s sudden death. He was aware that he
respected and idolized his uncle in a way that Gwriad found amusing
and incomprehensible. “He’s just our uncle, doing what our father
would have done for Gomer’s daughters in similar circumstances. He
treats us well, but he doesn’t own our lives.”

“Come
on,” Megan said peevishly. “Or don’t you want to?”

“Of
course I do.” He swallowed loudly. “You’re very pretty.” The blood
was thumping in his neck, and he felt intensely aroused. “You’re
the most beautiful woman in the village.”

“And
you’re an attractive man.” She kissed him, forcing her tongue into
his mouth, and biting his lower lip. She pulled him determinedly
towards the blackness of the barn.

“No.
There’s someone coming.” It was a desperate attempt to take control
of a situation that suddenly did not seem right.

She
glanced back. “There’s nobody,” she said angrily. “What’s the
matter with you? Your brother never acted like a milk sop.” She
broke free of his embrace. “He’s twice the man you are. You wait
until…” She stopped, and gave a small gasp as a light flared up at
the other end of the field. “Duw! It’s my Taid.” Without, a word of
parting, she disappeared behind the barn, and he could faintly hear
her departing footsteps.

Dafydd stood up straight, one hand on his hip, and tried to
look relaxed. He watched anxiously as a dark figure advanced across
the field holding a small torch that glimmered in the light
breeze.

“Did
I catch you in the act, or have you already stolen the virginity of
that poor, unsuspecting girl?”

“Gwriad! What the hell are you doing here?”

“Trying to stop you from getting the pox,” he laughed.
“Megan’s the local whore.”

“I’ve
never seen her before!”

“That’s because she’s always been too busy with older
men.”

“How
would you know?” Dafydd clenched his fists.

“Because I had it off with her the last time we came
here.”

“You
encouraged me. You bastard.” He lunged at his brother, only to back
off as Gwriad pointed the burning embers towards him.

“Calm
down, little brother. Gomer is asking for you. I said you’d gone
off to relieve yourself.” He guffawed. “I didn’t tell him
how.”

They
made their way back to the fire. Gwriad whistled tunelessly and
Dafydd stomped behind, unable to decide if his brother had rescued
him or prevented him from untold pleasures. “How do you know she’s
got the pox?”

“‘Stands to reason. Nobody else will sleep with
her.”

As
they passed the first cottage, a dog growled and Dafydd kicked out
at the animal, venting his pent-up frustration. “What does Gomer
want?”

“Apart from wanting to make sure you don’t provide him with
dependent bastards, he wants to talk to us both about some idea of
training the local boys to be soldiers.”

“He
wants us to do it?” Dafydd was incredulous.

“Blame Brother Williams. It was his idea.”

“He
wants to discuss it now? At this time of night?”

Gwriad shrugged his powerful shoulders. “We leave tomorrow. I
suppose he wants to agree something with the elders. That’s if
they’re still awake.”

By
the time they reached the fire, Gomer had left and most of the
villagers had retired to their homes. A soldier was on guard
outside the house that Gomer always slept in. He accepted Gwriad’s
glowing torch and informed them the Lord had gone to bed. They
nodded and entered quietly. The building contained only a single
room that was lit by a smoking candle and by the glowing embers of
a dying fire in the centre of the floor. At one side, Gomer was
snoring on a raised palliasse, and beside him, closer to the corner
of the wall, was the shape of a woman, her long hair covering her
face. His sword, spear and armor were stacked against the other
wall, together with the weapons belonging to Gwriad and Dafydd. His
two huge hunting dogs wagged their tails in greeting, but did not
move from their positions by the side of their master’s
bed.

“That’s lucky,” Gwriad whispered. “He might forget about his
idea by tomorrow.” He tiptoed across the room and collected his
weapons and armor. “Just in case we have to fight off the sex-mad
women of this place.”

Dafydd scowled, but did the same. On his way out, he cast an
envious glance at his uncle, and understood why they had separate
billets. At the foot of the bed Evan slept soundly, wrapped in a
blanket on a pile of rushes.

They
carried their weapons and armor to an elders’ house close by, where
they had arranged to spend the night. Gwriad opened the door
carefully and peered in. There was no candle burning and the fire
was out; it was impossible to see anything although they could hear
the sound of snoring, and the low growl of a dog. They withdrew
cautiously.

“You
get the torch from that soldier,” Gwriad said. “I’d better stay to
keep our weapons safe.” As usual he spoke with heavy sexual
innuendo.

Dafydd returned to Gomer’s house, and retrieved the torch
from the soldier. He held it aloft as Gwriad peered into their
proposed lodging. A number of bodies were lying together on a broad
bed. Near them, some small children were curled up on a mound of
dried rushes that was shared by a very large dog. It watched them
suspiciously and began a menacing growl, the sound blended in with
the snores and heavy breathing of the sleepers. Dafydd was aware of
a strong smell of beer, fish and stale bodies.

“Arth. Good dog,” Gwriad murmured. “Remember me?” The dog
relaxed and wagged its tail.

Dafydd shook his head in disbelief: his brother had a way
with animals, even wild ones. He wondered if the huge creature was
really called Bear? It did not appear to matter. He closed the door
and they moved to the space on their left and stacked the armor,
swords and hunting spears against the front wall. In the corner was
a pile of rushes that had been arranged for their sleeping
quarters. He watched as Gwriad pushed the torch into the fireplace
and crawled on to the rushes beside him. They wrapped their cloaks
around themselves, and within moments were asleep.
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 CHAPTER TWO

 


During the night, a large galley entered the bay. It came
from the north. The Pictish warriors on board had followed the
coastline until they reached a small, bleak island, which they had
passed to the seaward side to avoid the possibility of rocks. On
their left they could see high, dark cliffs that led them to the
mouth of the river. On their right, a long, sandy beach stretched
away into the gloom and there was no sign of human habitation. They
rowed carefully, alert to any danger, and could feel the change in
the water as they crossed the bay. After a while they passed into
the river’s estuary, and were confronted with what appeared to be a
wide lake. It was the first time they had explored this area, but
the fine weather had enabled them to travel further than they had
planned, and they were keen to exploit their good fortune. The
eight oarsmen on each side and the large single sail enabled the
vessel to move swiftly, aided by the rising tide. The galley held a
total of twenty-six men, all of them armed and desperate for
plunder.

By
the light of the half moon, they stared around trying to locate the
main course of the river through the tidal plain. “Keep your eyes
open for any gleams of light,” said the Leader. He was an
experienced seaman, who had ventured into these waters the previous
summer. “The tide is already near the flood; we should have been
here earlier.” He glowered at the straining rowers and nodded to
his sergeant. “Keep watch from the bows.”

Before long the tide would lessen and the journey upstream
would become more difficult. It was essential they find the nearest
village before the waters began to ebb. The outgoing current would
guarantee a rapid escape, but only as long as the river did not
drop too quickly. At first light they would storm ashore, kill the
men, rape the women and take whatever they could make use of. Most
of them were hardened fighters; it was the way they earned a
living.

From
past experience they knew that the people of the fishing villages
owned nothing of great worth, but there was often a church where a
priest, under torture, would reluctantly show them where he hid his
money. There were always women to satisfy their cravings, and
caches of food and alcohol to renew their dwindling supplies. But
most of all, fishing villages contained few fighters and were easy
prey. The Picts enjoyed killing, but would gladly avoid the chance
of being injured, and certainly did not wish to die. They were
tall, muscular men with wild beards and grim faces, and their long,
dirty hair pushed out from under their iron helmets. In battle they
wore light body armor and carried heavy axes and short swords.
Their leather shields were decorated with metal studs, and a few
carried javelins.

They
travelled cautiously, avoiding the sand banks that lurked beneath
the still waters. By making use of the flood they were soon past
the wide plain of the estuary. Dark hills crowded down on them from
both banks of the river as they peered into the darkness, searching
for any sign of life. The Leader steered the galley into the main
current, totally focused on the tell-tale signs of the river’s
movements. As they turned a bend in the river, his sergeant saw a
red glow in the distance, high on the right bank. He raced silently
back along the boat to the Leader.

The
order was passed down the boat to stop rowing and they allowed the
tide to take them slowly towards the welcoming light of the
smoldering fires. The Leader stared fixedly ahead as the boat moved
like a shadow towards the sharpening outline of
buildings.

“They’ve been feasting,” the Leader whispered to his sergeant.
“I see no guards. Perhaps they’re all drunk.” He gave a humorless
chuckle. “This should be easy.”

There was no need to wait for first light to attack; they
could see enough by the glow of the fires and were aided by the
clear night sky. He calculated that dawn would break soon. If he
attacked now he might catch them all sleeping. He edged the vessel
into the shallows, hearing the dull sucking sound as the bow bit
into the muddy bank. On the right, he could see the outline of two
large boats resting upside down on a grassy ledge; on the left, a
narrow path weaved its way up to the village.

His
men waited and listened. There was no sound. The Leader moved down
the boat, quietly issuing orders. Two were to stay behind to guard
the galley; two were to destroy the fishing boats. He would lead,
and they would follow. The men stood up slowly, unknotting their
muscles and reaching for their weapons. They were like hunting dogs
about to be released, their breathing loud in the silent darkness.
In the moonlight their eyes glowed with excitement. The Leader
clambered over the side into the cold water and staggered to the
bank, his feet sinking deep in the mud. He dragged himself up onto
hard ground and silently waved his sword at his men. Now, they
would launch themselves on their unsuspecting foe, and their blood
lust would be sated.

The
raiders came ashore in two slow lines, struggling against the
embrace of the mud, gasping with the effort and the cold. As soon
as the first men reached the shore, the Leader, unable to curb his
impatience, led them quickly up the steep path to the village.
Behind them, the rest of the small army followed in a scattered
line, their leg muscles crying out after the long
inactivity.

When
they reached the first building, a large flock of geese began to
hiss and honk. Immediately, the dogs began to bark. The Leader
charged through the narrow lane and on into the small square that
was lit by a warm glow. Ahead was a path that led to the church,
its distinctive shape silhouetted on the lightening hillside. “This
way!” he yelled. The time for caution was past.

In
front of them an old man lay asleep by the fire. He was awakened by
the dogs, and staggered awkwardly to his feet. His eyes widened in
fear when he saw the raiders. He turned, but was unable to flee
before the Leader’s sword cut him down. The Picts raced by and the
old man screamed as he fell dying, his voice blending with the
increasing sounds of anger and terror that embraced the
village.

This
was what the Leader craved: the excitement of battle and violent
fighting, the bloody killing and after, the sweet taste of success.
There would be money in the church somewhere; there always was. He
enjoyed killing priests; it was so easy.

The
honking of geese awakened Gwriad. For a sleepy moment, he wondered
if a wolf was close by. When the dogs began to bark in earnest, he
sat up and shook Dafydd. “Something’s wrong. Get up. Quick!” He
reached for his sword as the door was violently thrown open. The
family’s big dog barked a warning.

A
huge armored figure burst through the doorway. He held an axe in
both hands and hesitated for a moment while his eyes accommodated
to the dim light. In that instant, the dog hurled itself at the
intruder, its deep barking awakening the family. The soldier swung
his axe and impaled the animal in mid air, but its weight and
acceleration unbalanced him. He bellowed with rage as he staggered
back, crashing heavily against the doorjamb, with the dog’s dead
body falling at his feet. Quickly regaining his footing, he
advanced on the horrified family in front of him, unaware of the
armed youths behind the door. His swearing gave way to a maniacal
laugh when the children began screaming; now, the killing would
begin. The adults were yelling a jumble of terrified warnings to
each other and trying to edge their backs around the walls, as the
horrid apparition advanced on them, lurching across the floor
through the dead cinders of the fire ring.

Gwriad sprang forward, unable to contain the yell of loathing
that burst out of him. He swung his sword with both hands in a wild
undisciplined action, aiming for the head and shoulders of the
powerful warrior, whose axe was already raised for a killing
stroke. The yell gave the Pict a split-second warning. His survival
instincts had been honed by numerous deadly battles, and he reacted
instantly. He was turning to his left, the axe already curving
round, when Gwriad’s sword cut deeply into his left shoulder,
missing his neck, but immobilizing his arm. The axe continued its
momentum, passing in front of Gwriad’s head, but smashing his sword
from his grip. Gwriad stumbled and sprawled in the doorway, his
arms deadened by the blow.

The
soldier, overwhelmed by the pain, roared like a wounded bear. He
swayed drunkenly, blood pouring out of his wound, and shuffled
forward, mustering his great strength. His vision was blurred, but
he could vaguely identify his enemy outlined in the doorway. With a
supreme effort, propelled by intense hatred, he raised the heavy
axe with his right arm.

The
weapon was at its highest point when Dafydd thrust his spear up
into the warrior’s armpit and through into the neck, severing major
blood vessels. The man convulsed and dropped the axe. His blood
spurted out over Dafydd, who stood unable to move as he watched the
ironclad corpse collapse in front of him.

His
brother was instantly on his feet, adrenaline pumping through his
body. “Well done, Dafydd! You saved my life, boy.” Gwriad rested
his hand on his brother’s shoulder. It was hard for him to admit
that his unworldly brother had bettered him.

Dafydd did not react, but continued to stare at the lifeless
invader who, only a moment before had seemed indestructible. He
could not believe he had killed this monster. Never in his whole
life had he been involved in a fight where people got hurt, or seen
a person killed. Now, he was covered in the blood of a man he had
speared to death.

“Dafydd! Come on!” Gwriad’s urgent voice cut through his
trance. “There are more of them. We have a job to do.”

As
though in a dream he quickly donned his armor, buckled on his sword
and, carrying his shield, followed his brother out into the square.
Behind them the adults of the meager lodging were stripping the
body: the men were arming themselves; the women were wreaking their
revenge.

They
ran out into the cool air. Dawn had broken and a grey light
pervaded the scene, adding a strange quality of unreality to a
confused picture. Two houses were burning and a fresh breeze was
blowing the smoke across the small square. There was vicious
hand-to-hand fighting near the house where Lord Gomer had been
sleeping. Four of his soldiers were engaging a large group of Picts
in a defiant resistance. There were bodies lying on the ground, and
the air was rent with hysterical screams and yells of victory and
despair.

“Over
here!” Gwriad sprinted across the square towards his uncle’s
lodging. He noted as he ran that two of Gomer’s bodyguard were
writhing on the ground, and the remaining two were fighting for
their lives against a determined attack by men who were taller and
heavier. Still smarting from his first encounter with the invaders,
he was desperate to prove himself. He killed the nearest Pict with
a spear thrust into his undefended back, but was unable to extract
the weapon, and was forced to back away as he struggled to draw his
sword, which had somehow become entangled with his belt.

Dafydd raced up, waving his sword and pushing his shield out
in front of him. He also had been unwilling to pull his spear out
of the giant he had killed, and was still in a numbed state, unable
to function, merely following his brother in what seemed an
prolonged nightmare.

Three of the invaders turned to face their new enemy, but
each relaxed when they recognized they were being challenged by two
inexperienced youths. Behind them, the two remaining bodyguards
were beaten to the ground, and instantly dispatched. The main body
of the Picts charged into the building, convinced there was
something of value inside.

The
three remaining warriors attacked, two with swords and one with an
axe, keen to revenge their fallen comrade. Dafydd shielded his
unarmed brother, lashing out with his sword, his speed of action
compensating for his lack of experience. A powerful blow from the
axe pounded into Dafydd’s shield, splitting the leather and forcing
the shattered armor hard against him. His arm went limp, and it was
only the reflex action of his right hand, delivering a robust
strike to the warrior’s helmet, that saved his life.

Dafydd backed away as Gwriad rushed forward, attacking the
Picts with a terrible anger. He was aware his brother had saved him
for the second time. Gratitude and guilt overwhelmed him, for
unlike Dafydd, he had received many months of hard training; he had
always assumed he would be more than able to defend himself in
battle. Yet, when tested he had failed, needing his younger brother
to defend him. Such was his passion, that the Picts were forced to
give ground and review their earlier assessment. As he drove them
back, Dafydd reappeared at his side, hardly able to raise his
shield, yet still hacking with his sword, swept up in the
adrenaline of the moment. From behind the invaders, Evan appeared,
swinging a long oak staff and roaring horribly.

The
three Picts were suddenly reinforced by those of their crew who had
found nothing of value in the building behind them. In the blink of
an eye, the momentum of the battle altered. The two brothers were
forced to retreat; panic replaced their former exhilaration as
their emboldened enemies raced round to take them from both sides.
With a furious cry of rage Evan belayed the Picts from behind, and
at that moment, a strident trumpet sounded and Gomer and four of
his soldiers galloped up from the back of the building on their
tough mountain horses, overwhelming the Picts in a display of power
that the savage invaders had never imagined possible.

Amid
the smoke and chaos the church bell began to toll, and Pictish
horns sounded a retreat.
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As
he raced up the steep path towards the church, the Leader glimpsed
a dark robed figure staggering into the building and slamming the
door behind him.

“Quickly!” he yelled to the other two who were labouring up
the rocky slope. “Quickly!” He was three strides away when he heard
a heavy beam slide into place on the other side of the door.
Swearing loudly, he threw himself against the oak door, but it was
firmly closed. His heart sank as he realized the priest had beaten
him to it. The Leader rammed the door with his powerful shoulders,
but to no avail. The door did not move. The other raiders arrived
and added their considerable strength in a brief onslaught, hoping
to push the door off its hinges, but it was beyond them. They
looked quickly around for any timber or suitable large stone to use
as a battering ram, but they could see nothing in the grey dawn
light.

“Use
your axes!” The Leader ran to the back of the stone building,
hoping to find another entrance. There was none. The small windows,
mere apertures, were high in the walls, and offered no possibility
of entry.

He
raced round to the front, where the two soldiers were smashing into
the thick oak with thunderous blows. But the door was well hung,
and the oak panels were proving to be stronger than expected.
Finally, one axe broke through, splintering the sturdy wood. The
Leader gripped his sword in anticipation of the breakthrough. From
above the church a bell began to toll, ringing out its message of
warning and defiance.

Below, the sounds in the village changed from the expected
screams of terror and despair, which accompanied every raid, to the
unmistakable sounds of fighting. He stepped back and stared down in
amazement at the small square, where armed horseman and foot
soldiers were forcing his men to retreat. To make matters worse, he
could see a number of his warriors lying motionless on the ground.
It was like a bad dream; he had not expected to lose any of his
men. Where had these Welsh troops come from?

Behind him the church door collapsed. His two soldiers gave a
bellow of triumph, their huge bodies heaving from the exertion. Now
they would revenge themselves on the priest who had dared to delay
them.

“Back
to the boat! Leave it! Back to the boat!” the Leader bellowed, and
disappeared down the hill. The soldiers stood immobile, unable to
grasp the reason for his behaviour. At that moment, they heard the
noise of a pitched battle and realized something was seriously
wrong. When they looked down, they too were horrified at the change
in events. Their comrades were retreating back to the river,
desperately defending themselves against trained soldiers, some on
horseback. Fearing for their lives, the Picts began a frantic race
down the slope into the small square and were soon embroiled in a
deadly melee, each man fighting for his life.

The
Leader carved his way through the square, yelling commands,
determined to recreate some sense of order among his retreating
men. His presence gave courage to the disparate warriors; they
began to fight like a team, easily overpowering their inexperienced
assailants, but unable to gain the upper hand because of the weight
of numbers opposing them. They had lost a quarter of their force.
Many of those remaining had sustained injuries, and were unable to
fight effectively. Soon they were retreating again, not only
because of the attacks by the trained soldiers, but also because of
missiles thrown by the newly empowered fishermen. Stones and the
occasional arrow rained down on them. Once more, panic set
in.

“Back
to the boat!” the Leader yelled. His voice resonated over the
screams and shouts of the Welsh defenders. In the confusion, the
tolling of the church bell and the excited barking of the dogs
seemed unnaturally loud. “Get the boat afloat! Hurry!”

The
disheartened Picts gathered together and fought a hasty withdrawal,
while Gomer led a vigorous attack with his small cavalry.
Eventually, the raiders reached the narrow path leading back to the
small harbour. The Leader, his sergeant and two others formed a
solid wedge, while the rest of his men, many injured, retreated to
their boat.

The
tide had turned. The water was racing out, leaving the heavy galley
beached in the river mud. Its aft section remained in the water,
but its bows were firmly embedded. The two men who had been left to
guard the boat and the two ordered to destroy the row boats were
pushing feverishly against the vessel’s bows, unable to loosen it
from the grip of the mud. They were almost thigh deep in the
sucking ooze and were gripped with an unfamiliar panic. Everything
was working against them.

The
retreating soldiers threw their weapons into the galley, and joined
their comrades in a superhuman effort to release the boat. It was
their only hope of survival, and they pushed as a team. There was a
sudden choking sound, and the galley broke free from the clutches
of the deep mud. The boat lurched back into the main outrush of the
river. A cry went up as the empty craft moved suddenly into the
current and began to swing backwards towards the distant sea. A
small group of Picts managed to climb aboard, but not before the
vessel had begun to move down towards the tidal plain.

It
took only moments for them to grab the long oars, but it seemed an
eternity as they strained to slow the movement of the heavy galley,
gradually returning up river to where their comrades were fighting
a rear guard action against the furious Welsh. The men at the oars
yelled encouragement to their injured companions, who waded, with
difficulty, into the foul mud, seeing the boat as their only
redemption. Meanwhile, the Leader launched a violent counter-attack
up the narrow path back to the village, supported by a handful of
his men who were still able to fight.

Gomer’s horses were of little use in the confined space, and
he was forced to abandon his mount and try to organize his few
remaining soldiers for a final assault. Before he could get his men
into some sense of order, the fishermen, lusting for revenge,
rushed the Pictish leader and his small guard. The Picts were
fighters and knew how to use any advantage they were given; whereas
the Welsh fishermen had bravery but little else: they lacked armor,
heavy weapons or experience. Before Gomer could prevent them, the
fishermen rushed onto the narrow pathway, just as the Picts
launched their counter attack in a desperate attempt to enable
their injured comrades to reach the galley. The Welsh attacked with
knives, staves and an odd spear, and in moments their front line
was cut down. Injured fishermen staggered back, blocking Gomer’s
soldiers from advancing. The Pictish leader, seizing the
opportunity, led his men in a speedy retreat back to the
boat.

“Duw!
They’re getting away,” Gomer yelled. He was so exhausted he could
hardly hold his sword. ‘Stop them!” He took a deep breath and fell
against his horse. ‘I’m too old for this,’ he thought. He closed
his eyes and sank to the ground, with blood oozing out from under
his helmet.

“Silly old fool,” Evan whispered in his ear. He dragged Gomer
out of the melee. “When will you realize you’re getting old?” He
removed Gomer’s helmet, and poured water over the gash on his head.
“At this rate, you’ll die before me. Then what would I
do?”

Gwriad struggled to force his way through the incensed
fishermen; many were injured, but unwilling to move aside. Dafydd
followed closely behind and, between them, they finally reached the
front of the line. Ahead, they could see the remainder of the Picts
struggling through the mud to the waiting galley. The brothers led
a half-hearted charge to the riverbank, just as the final Picts
were pulled aboard. The oars began to strike the water, and the
enemy vessel moved slowly, almost majestically, into the centre of
the river.

In
front of Gwriad was a wide expanse of mud and no way to stop the
retreating Picts. He cursed the river and anything else he could
blame for enabling the enemy to escape. The galley was so near and
yet beyond his reach.

“If
they get away, they’ll know where to come back to next time,”
Dafydd said solemnly.

Gwriad glared at him. “I know that. What do you want me to
do? Fly?”

“No!
Use the horses. We might beat them to the mouth of the
estuary.”

“Too
late. They’re putting their sail up. We’ll never get there in time.
We’ll…” He stopped in amazement as a flaming arrow flew over his
head and landed on the galley, causing chaos among a crew that had
just begun to look organized.

“Well
done!” Dafydd yelled.

Behind him, a small group of fishermen were using their short
hunting bows. They fired at their enemies with arrows wrapped in
cloth and flaming tar. The tough Welsh
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