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WELSH PRONUNCIATIONS
Throughout this series I’ve opted to use modern Welsh words in place of old Brythonic variants.
Any errors in word use or selection are solely mine. Variations in northern and southern Welsh accents are not included in this guide.
Below is a limited guide to some of the spellings and pronunciations you will find in this series.
Welsh Pronunciations: In Welsh, all letters are pronounced, even when it appears impossible to do so. Vowels typical are pronounced in their “soft” forms with a few exceptions:
A as in man
E as in met
I is a hard E sound, as in Queen
O as in hot
U is a hard I or E sound, as in Pita
W (yes, it’s a vowel in Welsh) is the double O sound, as in Zoo
Y has several variations:
Alone it’s usually pronounced uh as an article: y caer (the fortress)
Within a word, it acts as a Welsh U
Double Vowell Dipthongs:
Ei, Eu: as ay way
Ow: long O as in tow
Ae, Ai, Au:
as the y in my
Ywy:
as in the ui in Fluid
Other Welsh Sounds:
dd: pronounced as the TH sound
Bleddyn = Blethin
Rh: to pronounce this, reverse the sounds. H then R, and trill or roll the R
LL: This is the “dreaded” Welsh sound, and is almost unique to the Welsh language. To pronounce this sound, place your tongue against the roof of your mouth, as though you’ve finished the sound of “EL”, then blow as though you’re pronouncing the beginning of the “H” sound. Add in the “EL” sound. This sound has also been described as pronouncing an L with a th in front of it.
FF: is F as in fan
F: is V as in Avon (Welsh pronunciation of “Afon”)
C: is always hard, similar to the K in English, as in “Cat”
CH: as in the Scottish “Loch”
Names in Penllyn
Neirin: Nayreen
Rhian: Hrrian
Rhos: Hrross
Bleddyn: Blethin
Owain: O-wine
Fadog: Va-dog
If you are a native Welsh speaker, and notice any flaws in the above, please let me know via email: troy@troyahill.com



  





GLOSSARY
of terminology, places, and historical figures
In the early and mid-seventh century, the divisions we know of today, England, Scotland and Wales didn’t exist then. Throughout history, different names and terms have been used for various factions, peoples, and areas of Britain. Below are the terms used in this book. The author has also included historical figures of the time that may be referenced in the various stories.

Bernicia: A Kingdom, in north-central Britannia. Later, it was combined with Deira to form what would be called Northumbria.

Britannia: The largest of the British Isles.

Britain: Modern day Wales: A dark-ages political division that denotes the western half of the lower section of Britannia that is still controlled by the native British. The other sections are often controlled by Saxon and Pagan Kings.

Britons: The people of Britannia.

Cadwallon ap Cadfan: King of Gwynedd, died 634/5.

Cantref (plural cantrefi):
A division of land within a Cymry kingdom. Cantrefi were ruled by Lords, who owed allegiance to Kings.

Cymry: A term referring to the native Britons who remained following the withdrawal of the Roman legions at the beginning of the dark ages (late fourth century and early fifth century CE). This term typically refers to the people we know today as the Welsh. The author will use Cymry to distinguish the Welsh from their Anglo-Saxon neighbors.

Edwin: King of Deira and Bernicia (d. 632 or 633 CE).

Fadog (cantref)*: A former part of the Kingdom of Powys.

Gwynedd: A Cymry Kingdom, in what would be North Wales today.

Ida: first known King of Bernicia, (d. 559 CE). His descendants were among the kings and rulers of several of the non-Cymric kingdoms of Britannia. "Sons of Ida" refer to his descendants who were fierce rulers and warlords.

Mercia: a Saxon Kingdom in the midlands of today’s Britain.

Penda: King of Mercia

Penllyn (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Powys.

Penteulu: The leader of a Cymry Lord’s war band or guard.

Rhos (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Gwynedd.

Saxon: Germanic settlers into the British Isles following the withdrawal of Rome from the land. They controlled many of the Eastern British kingdoms during the dark ages.

* The Author has taken liberties with people and location boundaries, as well as with historical timelines surrounding several Cantrefi and their lords.





JOIN OUR TEULU
In Welsh, the word Teulu (tay-lee) means family. In dark ages Penllyn, the Teulu was the fighting “family” of the Lord and Lady. The men at arms who protected the land and people.

Members of our Teulu are the first to hear about Troy’s newest books, peek behind the scenes of the writing and researching process Troy goes through, and learn about specials and gifts.

Flip to the back of the book to learn how to become a part of our Teulu.
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BROTHER MIHANGEL
If he had known what he was about to face, he would still have gotten on the carriage. He was the type of man who did what had to be done, because it was the right thing to do. No matter what the cost.
In years past, he had walked many leagues, often with a heavy pack and weapons. He never expected to be able to walk after those battles. But each time his feet carried him from the battlefield, he crossed himself and sent another prayer to heaven.
“Thank you kindly, goodman,” Brother Mihangel fished in his pouch for one of his few coins.
"No payment needed, brother," the caravan master, a balding and rotund Saxon said. He raised his small wooden cross from his chest. "Always happy to help out a man of God." There were half-a-dozen open topped wagons, pulled by two horses each. A few guards rode along side. Brigands flourished near the borderlands between kingdoms.
In the middle of the wagon train sat a carriage. It was that contraption the merchant led the monk to. The transport was an enclosed wooden box pulled by two horses. Rather small. Four people would be about the most it could carry.
"The lady has paid more'n enough for the carriage, and she be most kind, but is a bit sickly,” the merchant said. “Perhap yer company do her well on the journey."
He rapped politely once but pulled open the door without waiting for a reply.
“Pardon, yer ladyship,” the merchant said, from the small doorway. “I can’t be lettin’ a man o’ God walk across this area alone.”
“Very well, Master Eadwig,” she muttered. Her eyes were shut tight against the glare. “Shut the door quickly.”
“She recovers from an illness, and the sun does bother her eyes,” Eadwig said. “Me pardons again, yer ladyship,” he muttered as he swung the door shut.
"Forgive me as well, milady," Mihangel said. He settled onto the bench across from her, so he faced the rear of the carriage. "I am Brother Mihangel, of the Abbey of Saint Columba, in the kingdom of Gwent."
Just as the merchant had, he spoke in the language of the Saxons.
The woman opened her eyes once the door had closed. The curtains were drawn. But the wooden shutter, which slid across a track to block out the weather, was cracked open a finger's length on both side windows. At least they had a bit of fresh air.
The driver slapped the reins with a crack against the horseflesh. Brother Mihangel, as well as the lady, braced themselves. The wheels creaked, and the wooden box swayed as the carriage began to roll along the stone of the old Roman road.
The woman waved him toward a drinking skin that hung from a peg in the wall. A small rack below it held several wooden cups. “Help yourself as needed, good brother,” she said.
He nodded his thanks and poured several splashes into one of the cups. Water. After a morning on the road, he welcomed it. The woman across from him was obviously well off. She was well groomed. Her light skin contrasted with her wavy, dark hair. The colorful blanket that covered her was of fine wool. She nested in a menagerie of soft cushions and pillows.
“Milady,” the monk asked, “may I be so bold as to inquire as to your titles?”
The woman across from him adjusted her mound of pillows as the carriage rattled and creaked.
"Of course, good brother. My late husband was Comte de Meron in Francia," the woman said. Brother Mihangel shook his head. Twenty winters at most had passed in her life. Her skin, though pale, was too smooth. No lines had settled in around her eyes or mouth, yet.
“You are far too young to be a widow, milady,” he said.
“Thank you for the kind words,” she said and gave a small smile. “I am older than I appear.”
Brother Mihangel bowed low in his seat, then reached out with his hand. Lady Meron laid her pale hand in his. The contrast in their skin was remarkable. Hers pale, as though she never ventured into the sun. His own swarthy. Well-calloused and cracked from work in the sunlight for all of his life. Still, he knew his manners. He leaned down to kiss her hand. He was careful to keep the grey hairs above his upper lip from scratching along her delicate flesh.
“My life is brighter for your presence, Lady Meron,” he said. “Would you prefer to converse in Latin?” he asked. “The language hasn’t yet died out completely here. But the island is now festooned with languages and dialects beyond the Latin the Romans left behind.”
“The language of the Saxons is fine for now,” Lady Meron said. “I have learned enough to be comfortable in conversation.”
He pointed toward the water skin and cups. She waved off his offer.
“Your hair,” she said with a smile to offer apologies, “is not cut like the monks I know from Europe.”
Indeed, his hair was long in the back and sides, but his forehead and the front half of his head was shaved bald. He wasn’t an old man, yet he was no longer young. He had more than begun to feel the years he had lived. Every year he had to shave less and less of his tonsure as age thinned then eliminated the hair he had left. What he did have was streaked with grey. Rather, the grey was streaked with bits of his former color.
"I am Cymry," he said and lifted the cross on his chest. The wood was carved in elegant pointed curves that wound through each other.
"I have seen such designs before," she said. "Celts, from Gaul, used such, and their art has influenced cultures in Northern Europe."
“A brother at my monastery says our people have deep roots in the old tribes of Europe. You called them Celts?”
She nodded. “Why the difference in the tonsure? I’ve only seen the ring of hair that the Roman clerics insist on.”
"We Cymry were Christianized before the Saxons, and still follow the old customs,” he said with a slight chuckle. "For years, our Bishops refused to minister to the invaders who stole our lands and killed our people. But, eventually, Rome sent their missionaries. The Saxon Bishops, have worked to grow the faith among the Pagans. Many have come under the Roman Church's authority by their work. We Cymry were already followers of the Christ."
“Ahh,” Lady Meron nodded. “Church politics. I try to avoid such. The nobles of any land usually have enough plotting of their own. It’s often difficult to follow who is backstabbing who to gain which ally’s favor. Surely the church has put such petty intrigues behind them?”
Mihangel could tell from her sly smile that she jested.
“Unfortunately, no,” he sighed, “The Saxon priests under Bishop Honorius tell our Cymry clergy that we must bow to Rome, and then to Canterbury.”
“I suspect from your tone that these bishops of Cymry are as likely to do that as for the sun to set in the east?”
Mihangel laughed. Lady Meron had a sharp wit, despite her convalesce. She closed her eyes at a sudden lurch of the carriage, and her hand shot out to steady herself before she banged against the wall. Fast reflexes, he thought. Her eyes opened again and fell on his walking stick. Almost as tall as he, it was carved with the pointed swirls to match his cross.
“I have seen such design before,” she said. “The Celtic influence is apparent in your art. You called your people Cymry?”
“Cymry is the word for the people of what you call Britain,” brother Mihangel said. “The land is Cymru to us. To the west of these lands, my people live. The original tribes came here after the fall of Troy, and our people have been on these lands long before the Saxons and Jutes came to our shores. Before even the Romans.”
“Ah,” she said. “Perhaps tonight you can tell me more of your people, good brother.”
“Of course, Lady Meron.”
“With my condition, the sun saps my strength,” she added, “if you will forgive me, I prefer to sleep while it is out.”
“I will pray for your health to return,” Mihangel said. “Please take your rest. I shall not disturb you again.”
“You are no disturbance,” she said and adjusted the feather pillows around her. She pulled a woolen blanket up around her and leaned her head back. “I thank you for your kindness, good brother.”
The monk stayed quiet as the carriage jostled along the rutted road. He peeled back the curtain across the window a few times. Each time his hand paused. Lady Meron must have sensed his intent, and gave him a thin smile and a nod of permission. He kept his investigation of the outside world to a few seconds only, then let the curtain close again. They sat in silence, except for the creaking and groaning of the wooden carriage and clop of hooves on the stones of the old road.
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DEROG
“Who are ye?” The whispered call scratched through the leaves of the scrub. Derog glanced along the old Roman road. He too was hiding in the brush and couldn’t tell exactly where the voice came from.
“Derog of Fadog,” he responded, not sure he liked the tone of the challenge to him.
“Stand and show yerself,” the voice hissed.
“Not this close to the road, fool.” Did the man take him for an idiot?
“No one be coming,” the unseen man whispered. “Haven’t seen a bloody wagon all morning. Not even a yeoman with an oxcart.”
"Paega said not to show myself," Derog hissed back. This was getting annoying. "I can't see where ye be. Rustle about, and I be finding you."
"I'm not daft, neither," the voice in the scrub hissed. "Show yerself, so I know it is you."
"How can ye know it is me, if ye never laid eyes on me," Derog hissed back. "If ye be Dugga, then wiggle the brush, so I know where ye be."
The man stayed quiet.
“Oh Bloody Hell!” Derog rose. “There, ye can see me now, ya fool.”
"I'm no fool," the man said in a normal tone. A section of brush jiggled, and a rotund man stood. His tunic had been dyed various shades of green and brown in a motley pattern. Twigs and leaves were shoved into his unkempt curly hair. They'd been speaking the Saxon language. Dugga definitely sounded like one of the Pagan Saxons. But he was so dirty, Derog wouldn't have known, except for the man's accent.
Atop his head sat the ugliest hat Derog had ever seen. It looked as though it might have once been made of wool. It was frayed. Too small for Dugga's large head, one seam had ripped. He had stitched it together with twigs that left a gap. It was threadbare in places. Several feathers and tufts of down rested atop it. A few seemed to have been woven into the fabric by wear. Dugga might have even had a birds nest atop his head recently, from the looks of that hat.
“Paega said to find you,” Derog said. “I’m to help you watch.”
“Help? What ye gonna do, hold my eyelids open.”
"Paega said I was to watch when you dozed," Derog said. "He said ye be sleeping too much instead of watching the road."
"He can come watch the road himself then," Dugga declared, and settled back into his hideaway in the brush.
"Ain' ye worried about the Fae?" Dugga said and tried to sit in the brush. This wasn't the most comfortable bush to sit in. "Me gran said that if I fell asleep in the wood, either Lord Fadog's men would find me, or worse the Fae would. I might die if a Fadog guard found me asleep. But I didn't want no mischief from the Fae. What they do kin be worse than death."
Derog shifted about and tried to make such a comfortable spot for himself in the underbrush. The foliage and grass here weren't the most comfortable to sit in though.
"Stop yer squirming" Dugga growled. "There be no elves, no pixies, no faerie lights in these forests. Them be old gran tales. Keep yer eyes on the road down there." He pointed a dirty finger toward the old Roman road where it ran between two hillocks and curved off toward the south.
“No, not that way,” Dugga chided him. “There be another watcher around the bend to catch any coming that way. We watch to da north. Up that way.” The dirty finger poked hard in the direction Derog hadn’t been looking.
“Any women in these wagons?” Derog asked.
“What you need to be stealing a woman for?”
"Lord Fadog make all the girls go to the keep for his Teulu men first," Derog said and sighed. "Me girl got taken and never came back. One of Fadog's men took her. Wouldn't take her to wife though. She is carrying his bastard now, on her hip. If she stays at the Caer…"
“Whatsa Caer?” Dugga asked, his eyes closed again.
"Caer is the big hill fort where Lord Fadog keeps his Teulu, his war band," Dugga explained. Didn't these Saxons know anything? Still, he kept his voice quiet and patient. Just like his gran had told him before he left.
“Since the only way Fadog or his man will care for her lad,” Dugga added, “is for her to stay up at the caer. If she comes back to the village, she’d be hungry like the rest of us. Up at the Caer, she and her boy kin eat. Our village barely got any food left after Fadog’s men come through each fall. Course, she’ll just get used by Fadog’s man. And make more bastards fer him.”
“That why you’re here?” Dugga asked. Derog wasn’t sure if he was curious, or just asking to be nice. Dugga shrugged anyway.
"Paega said I could eat if I came and helped," Dugga rubbed his belly. "Lord Fadog said Paega could have three of us to be his new men. As soon as I heard we'd have food, I knew I had to come with Paega. There be little food back in Fadog. Most of it goes up to Caer Fadog. At least my old girl and her boy get to eat." Derog shut his eyes and crossed himself like he'd seen the priest do. Priests didn't come to the villages often in Fadog. They stayed mostly up at the keep. His gran said prayers were just for the lords in the caers, not for the villagers and yeomen. No gods ever answered villager prayers with lords like Fadog taking all they had.
“So, what do we do when we see someone?” Derog asked.
“We sneak back over the crest here,” this time Dugga hooked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the top of the hill. “We start waving the flag. Someone back at camp will see it, and Paega will get the men set to ambush them. If we hurry, we can join in.”
“But won’t King Penda send men up here?” Derog asked, his voice back down to a whisper. “If we keep robbing the merchants? Even Lord Fadog won’t mess wif King Penda.”
“Not with Oswiu of Northumbria making his life rough over by the wall.” Dugga chuckled. “The kings are all about land and their fyrds.”
“Whatsa fyrd?” Derog asked.
“The army,” Dugga said. “I forgot you’re Cymry. What do they call it over there? Was it Fat-dog ye come from.”
“Fadog, in Powys,” Derog replied with a roll of his eyes. Dugga hadn’t even opened his eyes. The portly sentry still leaned back into the brush, not bothering with the road below. “We call the Lord’s guard the teulu. And the army is the nifer, that be all the fighting men the king or lord can call.”
“Don’t need no fyrds nor whatevers here,” Dugga said. “Now shhhh and watch fer the wagons.”
“How can ye watch with yer eyes closed?”
"You watch with yer eyes," Dugga whispered and interlaced his fingers across his chest. "I'll watch me own way."
Derog shook his head but didn’t say anything more. What had he gotten into? Paega told him to help Dugga. Now he could see why. Lazy lay-about. But, Derog was the new man. No sense in putting a bur in the blanket by complaining. He’d do what he’d been told by Paega, no matter what this slackard Dugga said. But, he’d keep his eyes open for the faerie folk, too. They were tricksters that wouldn’t do you right. That he knew.
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CLERGY
Brother Mihangel watched Lady Meron as she slept on the trip. They had traveled through the morning and were well into the afternoon. She hardly moved, and he wasn't sure she was even breathing, but a hard jolt to the carriage from a missing stone in the road, caused her to slide her hand behind her back and adjust the pillows. She kept her eyes closed and settled back again.
The monk pulled out his knife and tried to work on adding another swirl to his carved walking stick, but the carriage bounced too hard several times. The knife slipped and nicked his thumb.
He shoved the offending digit into his mouth. The taste of blood tingled on his tongue, but only a little. He pulled it out. Another small drop welled up, but no more. Just a nick in the skin. The woman across from him took a deep breath. Her eyes flicked open.
“Perhaps,” Lady Meron said from her nest in the pillows, “you should be careful, and wait until the carriage stops. Neither of us needs your blood spilled here.”
"Ho, there," the carriage driver called. Their wagon lurched as the horses slowed. Despite Lady Meron's presence, Mihangel risked pulling the curtain back. He could see little beyond the countryside behind the carriage. Lady Meron occupied the bench along the back wall, so he faced the rear and not the front.
"Your pardon, milady," he said and put his hand on the door latch. "I must relieve my bladder. I'll see what the fuss is while I'm out."
“Of course,” she said, and carefully slid sideways along the wooden bench, so she was in the shadow of the door.
Brother Mihangel was quick in his exit and tried to close the door with care. He had seen too many people suffer from pains in the head like Lady Meron did. He knew that loud noise could make matters worse for them.
The carriage driver was already standing at the scrub that was well off the road. His tunic raised above his belly and the tinkle of water streaming onto the leaves and soil below drifted toward the monk. An amulet of a hammer hung from a string about his neck. Thunor's sign. A Pagan. No matter, he thought. He'd been side by side with many such men. Stout of body, and strong of character, despite their religious differences. Mihangel liked many pagans better than some of his Christian brethren. Especially better than the Roman clergy. The way their bishops treated the Cymry clergy, as though they were uncultured fools made his blood simmer.
"What is the bother ahead?" Mihangel asked as he stepped in next to the driver and raised his own tunic and unlaced his trousers.
"Bah," the driver proclaimed. He tied his britches tight about his waist as Mihangel's bladder sighed in its own relief. "There be a wagon ahead with a broken axle. Look to be two of yer priests of the White Christ with them. Noisy lot they are. Demanding we take them on. Eadwig is trying to calm them now."
“Helping others in need is the way of our Lord and Savior,” Mihangel said and raised his own britches again.
“Other than Eadwig, ye and the lady be among the few with the White Christ in this caravan, good monk,” the driver said. He smiled as he said it. “But hospitality be the way of Woden and Thunor too. Only make war on those who do you harm. Help all others.”
“Perhaps someday,” Mihangel said, “men will learn that war is not the best way to settle differences.”
"Perhaps, monk," the driver said and smacked him on the shoulder. The driver's smile showed no ill will, so Mihangel leaned on his walking stick as he walked with the driver back to the carriage. His left knee still bothered him, and he winced as he caught a rut in the road on his last step.
“War injury?” the driver asked with another slap on his shoulder. “What is a monk of the White Christ doing in war?”
"I'm just getting old," Mihangel said with a grin and returned the good-natured slap on the driver's shoulder. "Drive us gentle, if you can. Milady inside is in a delicate way."
“Aye,” the driver said with a nod. “She pay Eadwig enough and give me extra coin. I doin’ me best. At least as well as this here road gives me.”
“Good man,” Mihangel added. “Thank you.”
He had one foot on the iron step that hung from the carriage side, and his hand on the latch when Eadwig led the priests his way. The hairs on the back of Mihangel’s neck started to twitch. This may not be good for Lady Meron’s condition.
He twisted the latch and climbed in quickly.
“Perhaps you should sit by me, good brother,” Lady Meron said. He was quick to latch the carriage door behind him. She had sorted out her nest of pillows. Several were already on the front bench. Another three off to her side.
“Right in here,” Eadwig deep voice boomed from outside the door. “We’ve got two passengers already. Milady has hired the carriage, but I shall inquire as to whether she’d be willing to share.”
Lady Meron already had her hand on the door latch.
“Of course, I will,” she said in a voice that was both understanding and authoritative. Her hand pushed the door open. “Be quick good sirs. The bright of the day sets my head to pain, and my vision to spots.”
"As you desire, dear lady," one of the priests said and clambered in. Mihangel eased himself onto the bench next to Lady Meron and tried to shift his feet and stick out the priest's way. His knee popped as he twisted about. Damn injury! He gave it a good rub as the priests climbed aboard. Lady Meron had kept her hand on the door and shut it at the very second the second man was inside.
“Must it be so dark?” the second one proclaimed. He tried to slide the curtain from the small window.
“Yes, it must,” Lady Meron said, her voice harder than before. “As I said, the bright of the day sends my head aflame with pain.”
“Of course, my lady,” the first priest said. He touched his compatriot’s arm to put the curtain back as it was. “Allow us to present ourselves.” He gave a slight bow, barely even a nod in her direction. “I am Father Wemba, and this if Father Hedda. We are traveling on orders of His Grace, Honorius, Archbishop of Canterbury.”
“Welcome good fathers,” Lady Meron said. “I am Lady Meron, and this is Brother Mihangel of … was it Gwent you said?”
Mihangel nodded but continued to rub his knee. Something about these two made him uneasy.
Father Wemba's hand twitched. He raised it, as though he expected Lady Meron to bend and kiss the ornate gold ring on his hand. The ring matched the finery the two priests wore. Their robes and cloaks appeared to be of finely spun wool. Delicate embroidery graced not only the cuffs of their sleeves but also the neckline and shoulders of each tunic.
Mihangel glanced at Lady Meron. Her clothing looked to be of the same exceptional wool quality, but the embroidery seemed plain and common compared to that of the Saxon priests. And her dress was far better than his simple monk's tunic. Even the bronze crosses upon their chests were more ornate than his simple dark wooden cross. Their holy symbols were inlaid with silver, and both sparkled in the occasional shaft of light that snuck in as the curtain jostled with the movement of the carriage.
His cross, though, had intricately carved Celtic swirls that seemed to dance together in a mixture of song and dance, like a bard weaves verse and melody.
“And you good, brother,” Father Wemba said. A coy smile danced across his face. “You are one of our Walhaz brothers, are you not?”
Mihangel wanted to wince but kept his face neutral. Walhaz… the Saxon term for foreigners. Among the Anglo clergy, it had grown to be an insult.
“Yes, I am Cymry,” Mihangel said with a forced smile.
“Brother Mihangel has graciously agreed to be my spiritual companion,” Lady Meron said, “as far as our paths follow the same road.”
"Of course, milady," Mihangel agreed. He was relieved that Lady Meron had seen the power play that this Father Wemba was about to launch, and to countered it with her own status.
“If I may ask,” she added, “what brings you out to western Mercia?”
"Relics, my lady. We search for holy relics," Wemba said. Hedda shot him a glance and frowned. "None of that, Father. We are among good Christian folks here. Are we not my lady? Your accent seems strange for a Saxon. Are you Walhaz too?"
“From the continent, Father,” she replied.
“And a follower of the Christ?”
Lady Meron smiled at him for several seconds, then began to sing in Latin.
"Ave Maria gracia," she sang, her voice quiet yet beautiful against the harsh backdrop of the rolling carriage.
Fathers Wemba and Hedda quickly clasped their hands and bowed their heads. Mihangel did too but kept his eyes open. These two priests still set his senses off in a way he hadn't felt since… well … before he took his monk's vows.
“… plena dominus tecum,” Lady Meron continued, “benedicta tu in mulieribus et benedictus fructus ventris tui ihesu. Amen.”
"Amen," all three men said together, and their hands moved in unison to make the sign of the cross.
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WAITING
"Someone is coming," Derog whispered. He nudged the sleeping man's foot to rouse him. Dugga took his eyes off the road and pulled his head back through the brush to make sure the other bandit had roused himself.
Dugga pushed his woolen cap up off his face. Then he cracked an eye and looked at him through the slit.
“What it sound like?” Dugga asked.
“Horses…”
“How many?”
"I don't know," Derog whispered, frustration gripping him. If Dugga hadn't been sleeping the day away, he'd know these thing. Derog was unimpressed by the man he was supposed to be learning from. Even now Dugga had his eyes shut.
“Two horses,” Dugga said, and opened one eye to glare at Derog “No wagons. You woke me fer two lone horses?”
"There might be more than two," Derog said. Exasperation gripped his face. Why did Dugga have to sleep instead of doing his job?
“Shhh… just wait…” Dugga pulled the cap back down over his face. His chest settled back into the soft breathing of near sleep.
After a moment, two horses with riders came into view. The bend at the north end of the road was still forested close to the edge, so it would be another moment before he knew if the riders were alone, or merely the vanguard of a wagon train.
The riders let their horses trot until they came abreast the patch of scrub atop the hill where Dugga slept, and Derog hid. Well, Dugga had been sleeping. He stood and waved to the two riders.
“When are you going to get a new hat, Dugga?” The man was dressed in leathers, with a sword on his belt and a shield on his back. The other man wore a simple tunic, but also had sword and shield. Bows and a quiver of arrows were tied to each saddle as well.
“Good day sheriff,” Dugga called. “I dunno. I like this cap.”
"Wagon train about three leagues behind us," the man… sheriff, Derog reminded himself, said. "Who is your helper?"
Dugga grabbed Derog by the arm and tugged to get him to stand.
“Say hallo to the sheriff,” Dugga growled.
Derog bowed. “Derog, milord.”
“Tell Paega to take enough wool out of my share to get you a new hat, Dugga” the Sheriff yelled back. “And one for your new friend if he lives through his first time.”
“You are most kind sheriff,” Dugga called out. “How many wagons?”
"Half-a-dozen," the sheriff called back. "And a carriage. Make sure Paega knows I told you. I'll expect my share soon."
“Paega knows,” Dugga called back. “We all knows that.”
“I’ll await my share in a few days then. Good Day, Dugga.”
Derog bowed. The sheriff and his man rode on down the road.
“Why didn’t he say ‘Good day ta me too?” Derog grumbled.
“You be the new one,” Dugga said. “Get three wagon trains under yer belt, and ye be worth his notice.”
“Three?”
"You got to learn not to be stupid. You do something stupid, and you'll either die by the hand of those we liberate the goods from. Or by Paega's hand if yer too stupid during the liberation. Or, if you're real stupid, the sheriff will ride out and have a public hanging of you to show the thanes he enforcing the king's law."
Dugga nestled down in his soft patch among the underbrush again.
“You know where the flags are on the back side of the hill?”
“Aye,” Derog said. He had seen them. First glance he had given a start. “Thought they was a Fae trap. Bright cloth peeking out of a bush. But, I remembered what Paega had said about waving the flags. I nudged ‘em with me boot to make sure they be just normal pieces of cloth. No faeries inside.”
“Ye and yer faeries. Go wave the yellow one toward Paega’s camp. Once they see you, they’ll wave a green one back,” Dugga said and cocked his ugly woolen hat back down over his eyes. “Then come back here. But be quiet.”
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DINNER
Brother Mihangel leaned back against the carriage wall. Despite the Roman road rolling under their wheels, this was not a comfortable seat. He needed to stretch his legs, his back, his arms, his neck… well, everything.
Early on he had passed his pillow back to Lady Meron. She now had her head wedged in the crook of the side and back wall of the carriage. His former pillow cushioned her head from the occasional jostle. He wished he could sleep as easily as she.
The priests across from him had three pillows apiece. Neither of them had offered one up to Lady Meron. She had divvied up her nest of down filled cushions most generously when the priests had joined them. But that left her leaning against the carriage walls with little comfort. He had quickly offered another cushion to her. Then his last. She refused his remaining one with a gentle smile.
The driver again reined in the horses. Around them, came the sound of the wagons creaking to a halt. Laughter and instructions rang out. The drivers, along with the other merchants knew the routine well by now, he surmised. Even Lady Meron stirred. She slid one finger behind the window curtain and peered out.
“It will be good to sleep on something that doesn’t move,” Mihangel said.
"A good bed and a roaring fire would be best," Father Wemba said and flung the carriage door open. Never mind that it was hinged on Lady Meron's side. Mihangel snatched at the door to stop it. Lady Meron's hand was faster and caught it first.
The two priests were quick to exit. Mihangel rose to as well, so he could help the lady disembark. But she waved off his hand.
“I will remain inside until the sun drops farther,” she said.
“May I bring you fresh water or wine?” Mihangel asked, concerned. “You haven’t drunk anything all day. A cup of wine would surely help.”
“Thank you, but later,” she said and rewarded him with a smile. “My stomach is unsettled after the travel. It’s better to wait.”
“Ah, of course,” Mihangel said. He shut the door and turned to look at the sun. Perhaps an hour of daylight left. At least it hadn’t rained since this morning. The ground was relatively dry.
“Get us wine,” Father Hedda told him. “Perhaps some for yourself as well, good brother.”
Mihangel cocked an eyebrow at the Saxon priest. He was tempted to tell the man exactly where the priest should shove his command. But, he blinked then nodded.
“Of course, Father…?” Mihangel knew the fool’s name. But if the priest was going to play him as the fool, he’d act the part.
“Father Hedda, dear brother,” the priest said and waved him on with a stern push. “Wemba and I will see to our bladders, then return for the wine. I hope they have proper chairs in those wagons. I shan’t be sitting on the wet ground.”
Mihangel bowed his head toward the priest and turned so the man wouldn’t see the cloud that gathered behind his eyes. If only he hadn’t taken his vows. There were a few choice words he’d like to share with that priest about his privileged attitude.
He glanced back once to see where the two priests were. They both headed toward a clump of scrub at the edge of the large clearing by the road. They steered clear of the thicket that the wagon drivers were using to empty their own bladders. Only the best scrub was worthy to be pissed on by those Saxon priests.
Over the nickering of the horses, he heard the tinkle of running water. A creek was nearby. A good place to water the horses. Fairly level, with soft loam for soil. They were in a broad valley here, and the road had a fairly sharp curve ahead. They'd just traversed a gentler bend. Not a bad place for an encampment. Still, he'd prefer to have less of a woods, and more sightline along the road.
He found the caravan master instructing a groom about the horses. The young man nodded until the merchant turned away. Behind the man's back, the young groom rolled his eyes, then shook his head when he noticed Brother Mihangel looking his way. Eadwig had a good crew but still felt the need to instruct them on their tasks more than necessary.
“Excuse me, good sir,” Mihangel said as Eadwig glanced his way. “I would like to do what I can to help care for Lady Meron on the trip. Does she have any special food or drink provisions set aside?”
“Help her, ey?” Eadwig gave him a smile and clapped him on the shoulder. “That bird hardly eat anything. Just take a bit of water and some bread with her. She spends most of the night up, staring off into the distance, or walking about the wood.”
“She does sleep all day,” Mihangel said.
“Sleep in a carriage, that’s a task I don’t envy,” Eadwig added. “But she paid more than a fair price. That’s her own carriage. Me sponsor back in Sussex set it up for her special. Wanted me best driver and paid extra for him.”
“She’s been traveling long, with you, then?”
"Aye," Eadwig said and pointed toward one of the rear wagons. "Ye can find a wineskin and cups in the back o'… By Thunor's short hairs! TO ARMS!"
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AMBUSH
Father Hedda looked rather uncomfortable with the knife shoved against his windpipe. Just like Father Wemba, he had his arm twisted behind his back. Sweat beaded both of their foreheads, as well as the bald crown inside the rings of their tonsures. Both had their trousers untied. The cloth sagged down around their knees. The priests took small stumbling steps, pushed on by the men holding the knives and twisting the priest's arms. Fortunately, both the priests' tunics were long enough to cover their groins.
No reason to see that, Mihangel thought. He leaned heavily on his walking stick and stepped slowly into the growing ring of bandits. About a dozen men with bows, arrows knocked and drawn ringed the wagons. On the far side of the road, he heard spied more men with steel in hand.
The caravan was only half that strength at best. Half-a-dozen wagon drivers, a few guards, three or four young grooms, Eadwig the merchant, Lady Meron and himself. Oh, and the two worthless priests. Mihangel didn’t like those odds. Not with half-a-score of arrows aimed at them, and as many bare blades out in the fading light.
"Well, what do we have here?" The voice came from behind the wagons. A thin man, taller than average, with a pockmarked face, dark curly hair, and a faded green tunic strode into the clearing. He was flanked by several men, all with drawn blades. Long knives, sharpened along one edge. Seaxes. The blades of the Saxons.
One of the men behind the tall leader caught Mihangel’s eyes. A rotund man. Speckled with leaves and twigs, like he’d been hiding in the scrub all winter. Probably had, Mihangel realized. But his eyes went to the man’s head. That’s an ugly hat, he thought, then jerked his eyes back to their leader.
“Thank you for bringing our wagons to us,” the tall man said. His other men moved closer. Father Hedda yelped as he stumbled and the knife at his throat nicked his skin. A small trickle of blood began to well on his skin.
“Everyone stop where you are,” the tall man said. “Toss all of your weapons, belt knives and whatnot toward the nearest of my men.”
As much as he hated to, Mihangel gently plucked the knife from his belt. He flipped it in his hand, caught the eye of the man holding the nearest priest, then flipped it end over end, so it embedded itself, blade first, into the soft earth at the priest's feet. He took several limping steps toward the carriage, leaning heavily on his stick along the way.
The archers had shouldered their bows and started to gather the reins of the horses.
“You, Monk!” the bandit leader called. “What are you doing? Toss your stick too.”
“You’d deny an old man his ability to stand?” Mihangel as he leaned heavily against the carriage door.
"Of course not," the leader said. "But you seem to be worried about the carriage, eh." He waved several of his men over. The one with the ugly hat, and another came close. Ugly Hat had a seax in hand. The other, he looked Cymry. Dark, curly hair, but a ratty and stained tunic. Leggings and a loincloth instead of trousers. He held only a stout stick. Well worn. It would be a nasty cudgel in the hands of a skilled warrior. Mihangel estimated it was just a stout stick in that lad's hands.
“Step away from the carriage and let us see whom you are protecting, eh, monk?” The leader grinned as he waved Mihangel toward him.
He had no choice. If this became an ugly fight, as ugly as that bandit's hat, what could he do? One man against more than a score? The priests would surely be the first casualties. That he didn't want on his conscience. Though, he did want to do his best to protect Lady Meron.
He levered himself up off the step and hobbled toward the bandits holding the priests. Their knives were still near the cleric's throats, but their initial pressure had relaxed. He also noticed that one of the men was right-handed, and the other left-handed, based on how they held the knives at the captives' throats.
“I believe you wanted to meet me,” Lady Meron said as she stepped down from the carriage. She hadn’t waited on anyone to flush her out. She had donned a dark cloak, but a strip of grey showed she wore a bag on her hip. The strap across her body, under her bodice.
“A Lady,” one of the two closer bandits said, not the one with the ugly hat.
Her eyes took in the scene. She lingered just a second on the two priests. A single, thin rivulet of crimson streaked down from the knick in Father Hedda’s chin.
In the fading sun, Lady Meron's skin still appeared pale. Her eyes, reddish-brown in this light, found Mihangel. She gave him the slightest of nods, then stepped toward the leader.
"Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?" Lady Meron said and planted her hands on her hips. Her dress was dark blue, almost black. It was indeed of the finest wool. If she had a headscarf, she had left it inside the carriage.
"Paega," the leader said and bent to give her a low bow with his arm out in a flourish. "Whom do I extend my thanks, and that of my men, for bringing us all of this splendor?"
“Lady Meron of Francia,” she said. “And you are Paega of?”
“A Lady,” the younger bandit said again. The lad’s eyes were wide. His hand darted out to her bodice and gave a squeeze. Lady Meron’s hand was even faster. Her palm caught the lad across the face. The sting of the slap echoed off the trees. Mihangel winced. Lady Meron had strength in that thin arm. The lad’s head spun from the impact. The cudgel fell from his grip as his hands darted to his face.
“You, boy!” Paega called.
“Derog,” ugly hat yelled. “What did I tell you?”
The bandit, Derog, jerked his head back to Lady Meron. Mihangel couldn’t see the lad’s eyes. But the set of the bandit’s shoulders warned him what was about to come. The lad lunged at Lady Meron.
She had read his intent and slid, quick, out his way. He smacked into the wooden side of the carriage. He growled and spun. Paega was signaling his men. Ugly hat tried to grab Derog.
How could Mihangel help her? His eyes darted around the scene.
Lady Meron had ideas of her own. As Derog lunged again, she fled. Off into the tree line, like a hare chased by a fox. The bandit, Derog was it? He was off after her in a flash. Everyone’s attention was on Lady Meron’s mad dash into the woods.
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FIGHT AND FLIGHT
Mihangel dropped to a knee. His stick made two quick, hard snaps, against a knee on each of the bandits who held the priests. Both yelped and dropped their knife hands down toward their injured legs.
Two more fast raps. The bandit's wrists took the blows. Their knives tumbled onto the soil. The priests were smart enough to stumble away. Mihangel slid forward. He held his staff level, at knee height and pulled back hard. The two bandits flailed wildly as they lost their balanced and flopped backward.
Mihangel didn't stop. He lunged around Father Hedda. The priest was panic-stricken, his hands to his mouth.
Ugly hat was right in front of him. Mihangel's staff caught him in the groin. The bandit dropped his hands down. He didn't have time to wail in pain. Mihangel smacked the bandit's head. The ugly woolen cap went flying as the man collapsed.
Mihangel kept turning. Two more strikes with his stick sent seaxes flying. Two more quick snaps to bandit heads. Eyes rolled back. Another blow, end first into a brigand's belly. Followed up with an attack to the back of the man's head.
Paega had already retreated. He had hold of Eadwig's mare and pulled himself into the saddle. Two of the brigand archers had managed to clamber aboard wagons. They slapped the reins and got the horses moving. But the other four wagons remained.
Two bandits charged Mihangel. Seaxes raised high. He dodged one swipe, then rapped the man on the head. He used his momentum to spin low and leg-sweep the other. Another blow to a groin left one bandit clutching his nether region.
By then the remaining bandits were fading into the woods. Even the ones Mihangel had dropped earlier were fleeing. Eadwig and his wagon drivers had weapons and advanced, waving the dropped Seaxes and clubs. The bandits ran.
“We must help Lady Meron,” Mihangel declared.
“How did you…?” Father Wemba said. His arms were wrapped tight around his chest.
“I haven’t always been a monk,” Mihangel growled. His knee twinged, and he knew he’d need extra men to help track the bandit chasing Lady Meron. “Make yourself useful for once, and get a weapon.”
Eadwig stroked his chin and glanced around.
“Come on, fool,” Mihangel stood nose to nose with the Caravan leader. “Lady Meron is in peril. We must help her. That young idiot will have her skirts up and her honor taken if we just stand here.”
Eadwig stepped back from him and swept his gaze around the clearing once. Mihangel stared the man down. He just needed two or three men with weapons, to make sure the other bandits weren’t in ambush again. What was the fool waiting for?
The caravan master turned back to him and gave a single nod.
Good, it was about time he saw what…
Mihangel's vision exploded in a sea of stars. Pain wrapped around his spine and red washed across his eyes. His knees gave out, and he dropped. Eadwig caught him.
“Help…. Lady….” Mihangel’s words faded off as he lost consciousness.
...
Father Hedda dropped the stout stick the young bandit had left behind. The priest looked at it as if he had expected the club to strike like a snake. The stick slipped through his fingers. He squared his shoulders and took a deep breath.
"May the good Lord in Heaven, the almighty father forgive me," he said. With a glance at Eadwig, he straightened his shoulders. "How far away can we get tonight?"
“If we ride for another two hours,” the merchant said. “we’ll find the sheriff and can set him on this lot. Let him know that they have Lady Meron as well.”
“The poor woman,” Father Hedda said, a forlorn tone in his voice.
“What should I do with your monk?” Eadwig asked.
“He’s Cymry, not Saxon,” Hedda replied. “He wants to help the poor woman. Perhaps we should leave him here to pursue her when he awakens.”
...
Derog couldn’t help himself. Something inside him had snapped. He was beyond mad at Lord Fadog. Mad that he’d never get to enjoy life with the girl he had chosen. He had to let her go. No not let her… she had been taken. By Fadog and his men. Taken by the Noble Lord of the Land. They always took. Never asked.
These nobles were to blame. It was them always doing the people wrong. They took and took. Never left enough for the common folks. The ones who worked until they dropped, just to feed the lords and ladies.
His heart raced as he pounded after the woman. Her dark hair and dark dress made her hard to follow. But he knew how to track. He’d chased down many an animal. The only way to eat. Catch a doe, and feed the village. Catch a hare and feed yerself.
Over the creek, he leaped. The woman raced ahead of him. Damnation! She was fast. But he was young. Paega had given him food for the last week. His belly was full. He'd catch her. He'd show them nobles. A bit of woman flesh under him, and then he'd be off.
Slow down wench, he wanted to shout. But that'd just make her run faster. He heard splashing ahead. The creek curved back. She must have run down the bank and through the water. He kept running. Then he leaped. He almost made it over the creek bed and onto the other bank. But he caught a patch of mud.
His foot flew back, and muddy ground rushed up at him. He caught himself with his hands and pushed up to right himself. Then his other foot slipped forward, and he flew back, into the creek.
Damn! That water was cold. At least the bed it ran in was sandy. He’d have drowned for sure if he’d hit a rock and knocked himself silly.
That damned noble whore did this. Curse her. He’d have her flesh. Now it was personal. She had led him this way. He would not have slipped if it weren’t for her flight. All he’d wanted was a bit of a feel. Now it would be more. Much more.
He pulled himself up the bank and listened. In the distance, he heard her thrash through some brush. His ears were good. Just like chasing a wild goat. He'd get her.
He jogged through the forest. With a human like her, he didn’t have to worry about the wind. Human noses weren’t near as good as animal ones. He kept listening then stalking. Stop. Listen. Stalk.
The ground began to slope up. She headed toward the hilltop. If he were lucky, she might find a cave. Dugga had told him the caves in this area were shallow. She might try to hide, but she wouldn't get far. He'd find her.
Ahead, he heard a scrape of leather against rock. Then the swish of fabric. He angled a few steps to his right. A boulder loomed in the darkness. He stepped carefully around it.
The starlight broke through the trees here. He had her now. Behind her, a rock wall.
“Well, well,” Derog breathed into the night. His breath was starting to fog as the night chill settled into the woods.
"What…" she whispered, her arms about her bodice. She hugged herself for protection. It would do no good. "What are you going to do to me?" Her head down, chin to her chest. Her long hair loose and covering her face.
Derog reached out and ran a finger along her skin, just above where the fabric ended and her bodice began.
“Whatever I want,” he said. His hand cupped her arse and squeezed. This time her hands didn’t slap. They stayed, guarding her bosom.
“Not so brave without men around you.” Derog breathed and stepped in close, careful of where her knees would be. No sense in taking one to his groin, and losing her again.
“You intend to take me?”
"Call it what you will," he breathed again. His finger found her chin and pushed up. "Let me see your face, My Lady. I want to look in your eyes when I take back what I lost."
“As you wish,” she said softly. Her face tilted up, and her hands pulled her hair back from her face. Her eyes… they held him. Captivated him. So red. Why did they glow? He stopped moving. His soul fell into her eyes. Those red, glowing eyes.
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LADY MERON
“Good,” I said when he stopped moving. I had hold of the brigand’s mind now. He would go nowhere without my command.
His passion had led him to me. His desire, his lust to take my body had revealed his character. I had no reservations about taking from him now. My thirst needed to be sated after staying awake while the sun was out.
I continued to gaze into his mind for a moment. With his raw desire for my body opening the door, I could touch the surface of his mind. His passion let my mind into his and betrayed his ambitions.
Ahhh… now I understood. The lord of his land had taken his girl. He sought revenge the only way he knew. Rather than challenge the lord, and die on the blade of one the guards, he wanted my flesh, my body in repayment. I was a noble and would repay in kind for what he had stolen from him.
A pang of guilt hit me. I had thought I might have to kill him outright. Take what I needed, then break his neck. I wouldn't suffer a rapist to walk free when I could protect others. Every piece of filth I removed from the land, the better. But, no. I couldn't do that with him. He was a victim of circumstance. His anger had gotten the better of him. Perhaps just a lesson in humility was enough?
Oh, feed I would. He had given me that with his pursuit and his attempt to have his way with me. I circled behind him. My fingers ran along the bare flesh along his neck. I sensed the pulse beating there. I pulled him back toward me and leaned against the boulder. I let my teeth grow. My fangs bit into his neck. I placed my mouth over the cuts and let his red nectar flow into me.
As the warmth and energy of his blood hit my soul, I used some of its energy. He'd need memories. Different memories than what had occurred… He had lunged for me. I darted away. He slipped. I darted away.
All false memories, but safer than reality. He wouldn't remember my meal. Nor my eyes. When he had raised my chin, I had seen myself reflected in his eyes. My pupils had gone red. They always did when I fed the demon, my hunger inside of me. Red eyes. Red thirst.
I smelled a scent on the breeze and knew I could use that too. I built more memories and had to suppress a giggle. That would have wasted his blood. Life was too precious. He'd keep his life. Unless he was stupid enough to go back to those brigands. That would probably cost him dearly. With the sound of fighting that I heard as I charged away, I knew the merchants… and my new friend Brother Mihangel… yes, especially him… would find a way to even their odds.
Finally, after many swallows, that little bit of me that is the undead thirst, she finally sighed. I pulled my mouth back. The wound in his throat would be closing now. The magic that fueled my undead body would see that he didn't bleed anymore. I ran my tongue up his neck to catch the few drops that seeped out.
I still had hold of his mind. That I had fed was not a memory for him. It hadn’t happened.
"Take off your clothing," I said. The brigand nodded and complied. "Boots too. Good. Now throw them in that cave."
He did so, still not remembering any of this time.
“What do you smell in that cave?”
“Bear,” he mumbled.
“You will sleep until morning,” I said. “When you awaken you will remember a visit from… a…” I paused, searching. Not sure what the local word for a mythical elf was. I pushed the image into his mind.
“A Fae,” he said. “I hear Fae all the time in the wood.”
"Yes, the high king of the Fae is most displeased with you," I said. He nodded. "The woman you pursued was Fae, and you must not harm women. She tested you, and you failed."
“I failed,” he mumbled.
“What will you do when you awake?”
"Make amends beg forgiveness."
“To the high king of the Fae,” I said.
“The Seelie King,” the man whispered.
“Yes, the Seelie King commands that you are polite to all women,” I said in my most authoritative tone. “Help and protect any woman you come across.”
“Yes, your grace,” he said collapsed to his knees. He pressed his forehead into the hard ground. “I will be kind to, and protect all women. I swear it to be so.”
“Then you may retrieve your clothes from the bear when awake,” I said, trying to imitate a king of the Fae I had never met.
“There’s not really a bear in that cave,” a voice behind me said.
I spun. A shiver rippled up my spine.
Behind me stood a man with golden hair, and a robe of fine-spun green silk. He bowed toward me. Several small pinpoints of light swarmed about his head, serving as a crown of light. Like glowbugs, but brighter and more active. Zipping about.
“I beg your pardon, my lady,” he said with a bow toward me. “But I heard my title.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. Waiting.
“Oh, I approve of all you’ve done. These brigands have been using our wood for several months now. When word of what he will remember gets back to the others, they’ll find another place to work their trade. I was planning several encounters to scare them away. Your little charade here will serve that plan well.”
“You are most kind, then, your grace,” I said, and dropped a curtsey to him. If this was the king of the Seelie court of this land, I had no idea what protocol was. I hoped it was like that of man. “May I inquire as to what has transpired back with the caravan?” I suspected he knew about that as well.
He paused and looked up. One of the glowing points of light settled in front of him. After a few seconds, the Seelie king smiled.
"Your friend with the stick was most proficient," he said, but shook his head. "Unfortunately, one of those from inside the carriage struck him hard from behind. Your friend was insisting that others pursue and help you. They left him behind as they fled."
“I must go help him,” I said, and began another curtsey. “If you will…”
“Perhaps,” the Fae king waved me back with a flick of his hand. “it would be best if you chose another route. “I will send one of my maidens to help him recover so he may continue his journey.”
"He'll come to look for me," I said. That I could easily guess. The little of Brother Mihangel I had seen in the carriage convinced me he was a man of honor.
“My maiden will tell him what he needs to know, so he understands that you are safe.” He smiled and pointed toward the naked brigand who had rolled onto his side, facing away from us. His gentle snores eased into the night.
“Just as you have with him,” the Fae King said, “I must command that you speak to no one of this meeting.” He raised his hand. A ring sparkled in the starlight and glowed with a green flash.
“Why the magic?” I asked. “I’m as unlikely to mention you as I am to reveal my own nature.”
“For your aid, I would offer you a favor,” he said. “Those who hold a favor from the Seelie Court may not speak of it to any others, lest they become a target of mischief to usurp that favor.”
Ah… that made sense. Kind of. Maybe.
"What kind of favor?" I asked, unsure what I was about to get myself into.
“You have given us aid, in helping us to drive these brigands away. They’ll not stay in a haunted woods. So a small favor in return. Not quite anything within my power, but a reasonable request will be granted.”
“And how do I redeem this promise?” I wasn’t sure I trusted a magical king. Let alone one that popped out into a forest unannounced.
He smiled and leaned toward me. He whispered one word to me. For my ear only.
"That is my name. When you have need of me, say it. But do not use it lightly. You must wait a year and a day, by the laws of my court. I will announce my grant of the favor, and any Fae who wish to contest may do so. Though I doubt they will. After the year and a day, if none have opposed, you may ask your favor." He stepped back and gave me that little smile again. "Our time in this world is growing to a close. We may only have one or two more human generations left. But until then speak my name, and I shall hear."
I stayed silent. What kind of magic could I use from a king of the Fae?
He raised his hand again, and his ring flashed again.
“The memory of our meeting is yours to keep,” he said. “But you will not remember it unless you need it.”
“So I’ll forget you, like I’ve made him,” I pointed at the naked brigand, “forget what I did.” I didn’t like the sound of that.
“Not at all,” the Fae King said. “But you’ll forget that you remember it.” He placed his hand on the trunk of a tree. A green slit appeared in the bark, pulsing and melting the bark. “You’ll only remember the brigand, and that your friend in the clearing is well and has been taken care of. Until you need to use my favor. Then you will remember to remember.”
I stood there and shook my head. A Fae king, melting bark. My imagination got the better of me some nights. Imagine that… I had this crazy idea that a … no… no one was here. Just me and the brigand.
I sighed and fished under my cloak. I pulled my sling bag around to the front. Fortunately, I had the foresight to drape it across my body before I stepped out of the carriage. I always like to have what I cherish most, in case I need to run. Since I was undead, I often had to run. A simple slip of the tongue from someone I trusted with my secret could alert my enemies.
The naked brigand still snored. I laughed at the memories I had created in his mind. Imagine, the King of the Seelie court showing up in this wood, just because a brigand had chased me. Silly idea.
But those silly ones are the most reasonable sometimes. The brigand would believe that the king had reprimanded him. And word would spread that wood was haunted. And the Fae lived here, ready to steal the souls of any who dared venture into these trees.
I shrugged, slid my bag around to its familiar spot against my right hip. All was in there. All that I needed. I took one last look at the young man. He didn’t know there wasn’t a bear in that cave. It had left after its winter sleep. With spring upon the land, it was probably off to feed and mate.
I wondered how long he’d take to conquer his fear, and slither into the cave far enough see his clothing. Would he make it that far? Probably not. He’d walk out naked.
But, for me, I was going to jog out, like I always did at night. Quiet and alone.
“Go in peace, Maria of Rome,” the wind seemed to whisper.
...
To be continued.
Maria’s story in Britain has only just begun.
Please visit CupOfBlood.com to sign up for updates and release dates on the upcoming new series about Maria, and how she finds love, her soul, and a love of Britannia.
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A KNIFE IN THE NIGHT
The following is an except from A Cup of Blood, the first book in the exciting new Dark Fantasy series that follows Maria as she explores Dark Ages Britain.
   
I was still groggy from my day’s sleep. I had just set the small flames to dance in a pile of twigs. The only warmth I had in the middle of this wilderness was the small campfire I struck each evening as I awoke from my undead sleep. Two weeks of running. Fleeing from the memory of Syram, the Witch Hunter.
Spring had just given way to summer in this land, but I wouldn't have called the evenings warm even when I was alive. I wanted the warmth of the fire since I was due for another meal.
I thought back to Syram and his lust in the hayloft. I barely had fed from him. Perhaps a third of what I'd usually take. I needed to find another donor much sooner than I should have. First, I'd warm myself with this little fire. Then I would…
Hairy arms grabbed me from behind; unexpected, rough, fierce and strong,
His breath smelled of onions and garlic. His head was against my cheek as we tumbled. I needed to see his eyes. Then I could grab his mind like I had with Syram. Freeze him, cloud his mind and make my escape.
Deodamnatus! I was getting old if he could sneak up on me like that. I didn’t feel a day older than my six or so centuries.
Our bodies tumbled. I began to draw on my preternatural strength, ready to turn this situation to my advantage. I sensed his pulse where his smelly, bearded cheek pressed against mine.
No, I'm not old, I told myself. Just lazy. I started to twist in his grasp to face him and see his eyes when I felt the chill of that cursed metal press against my throat.
I could even smell the cold blade. When something hurts as bad as silver, you learn to recognise it by sight, touch, taste, and smell. I didn't care for the scent of the long knife he pressed against my throat.
I could heal almost any wound quickly. Unless it was made of silver. Injuries from that chill metal took forever to recover. I'd need to drink a lot of blood to restore my body if he did much damage.
“Don’t move,” his raspy voice breathed in my ear. “Or I’ll bleed you like you bled Syram back in Greenlocke.”
Verpa Dei! The Witch Hunters had found Syram’s dead and buried body. Then they found me.
The silver knife currently pressed against my throat reminded me that I could still be lazy, especially when hungry and freshly awake after a day’s slumber.
“Syram… you remember him, don’t you?” The voice breathed louder in my ear. Onions and garlic were thick on his breath. Mostly onions. I stopped breathing to block the stench. I didn’t have to breathe. I’m already dead, after all. But I do so out of habit. This guy reeked of onions.
"We were to meet him a day's ride from where you killed him," Onion breath wheezed into my ear as he spoke. "We backtracked only to find him killed by a Blood Witch. By you." His free hand pulled my own belt knife out of its sheath and tossed it away from us.
He rolled us sideways on the ground and pushed me onto my belly. One of his meaty hands was wrapped around my left wrist. He twisted and pulled my arm behind my back. This guy was good at brawling; his silver blade never left my throat. The tip even pierced the skin. That little prick in my skin would take a month or more to heal. Cursed metal.
"We'll make you pay. You used Syram to feed your bloodlust, so we'll use you to feed our lust," he breathed his raspy whisper into my ear. "I know what silver does to your kind. I'll enjoy every stroke of my knife on your body…."
I cursed myself silently for letting him surprise me. I really was lazy. When I awoke, I had started the fire. I should have checked my surroundings. Careless and lazy.
He slid across my body. For a brief second, his groin crossed my free hand. I could have grabbed his family jewels. I could be faster and stronger than Onion Breath.
But that silver knife tipped the odds in his favour. He could easily slice into my neck. If I managed to keep my head, I’d be hurt, badly. Maybe even dead.
"Oh, we know what you are," He said, as he slowly edged his body around mine. He kept hold of my arm and didn't let his knife drift from my throat.
“Hand behind your back,” he commanded and tapped my left arm with his elbow.
I complied, careful not to provoke a reaction.
“We got there a day after you sucked him dry and pushed him to his death. We dug him up and saw the damage. The wound in his neck, we knew it wasn’t right. We looked closer and found the bite marks. Pull your other hand behind your back.”
I did so. He still had hold of my left arm and bent it toward my neck. The pain of a normal injury would meant nothing to me. If he broke the bones in my arm, they'd heal within minutes. The blade, however, could do real damage. Silver severed my body's connection with the blood magic. My demon would need much more blood than usual to overcome that damage.
Onion Breath manoeuvred to try to get both of my wrists within reach of his off hand. His knife hand drifted a bit. With my cheek pressed into the dirt, my neck was at an awkward angle as he shifted positions. He darted his eyes toward my face to check the blade’s position. That was the break I needed. His eyes drifted a bit too far, and I caught his gaze. I’ve heard bards say that the eyes are the windows into a person’s soul. They certainly are.
I drove my mind into his.
He froze in between blinks. All I needed was that eye contact. Once I had his gaze locked, I entered his mind and grabbed his awareness. I froze every muscle in his body.
Once I had him, I didn’t need to keep eye contact. With Onion Breath frozen, I rolled him off me, scooted away. Time was surreally slow as my senses, heightened from the attack, started to explore the area past my small campfire. I sensed, more than heard, other men as they crept upon us. This guy had accomplices. One of them raised a weapon in the forest. The click of the crossbow trigger sounded in the night along with the twang of the string. Its bolt whined through the leaves.
I used my preternatural speed and rolled my stiff would-be-captor onto his side and around to shield myself with his body. His silver knife, which was as long as my own forearm, glistened in the firelight as the first bolt plowed the air between us. I caught my reflection. My eyes were already going red. They did that when my thirst took hold.
The bolt swished past my ear and thudded into the ground behind me.
“Lazy,” I thought. “Maria, you’re lazy. Six hundred years and you let these religious zealots find you.” Despite my self-recrimination, I kept moving. There was no time to be lazy now.
Another crossbow string twanged behind me. Deodamnatus! They were all around me.
I rolled with supernatural dexterity past my stiffened captor. This bolt, intended for my own back, sliced a small gash in his shoulder. The small scratch was all it took to break my hold on his mind. He grunted in pain.
I leaped at the one who had fired at me first. But Onion Breath's arm shot out, and the cold blade flashed against the firelight. I tried to dodge, but I was committed to the leap. I spun mid-air and avoided most of the thrust. But not enough. Filius Canis! That son of she-dog scored a hit on me.
The blade opened a gash in my side. I felt the cold wash of the silver cut deep into my soul. My demon screamed and rattled her cage hard. She wanted out. She wanted blood.
Verpa Dei! All of them. All of the god’s penises!
Deodamnatus!, that silver blade hurt. The gash it cut in me was deep enough to expose muscle.
I wouldn’t bleed. Not much anyway. I had used up most of the blood from Syram. With that cut, my demon’s magic would try to heal it and use up whatever blood was left. I’d be pale until I could feed again. Probably longer. Two or three feedings just to get that one wound to heal.
Inside my head, my demon rattled her cage and clawed at my psyche. I could tell my eyes were shifting to red. They go blood red when I feed. The pupils almost seem to glow when my demon wants to feed. She sensed blood nearby and wanted to take it.
But I had to keep her chained. There was no give and take if the blood-demon took control of my body. She was primal and without moral limits. She and I coexisted only because I kept her fed with blood. If I let her loose, we could probably kill these three, but were there more of them? How many Witch Hunters with silver blades were too many for my demon to handle when I was without a weapon?
I shoved the mental locks tighter on my inner demon. Maybe I was getting old? I chided myself. I didn’t feel a year over six hundred or so.
A horse snickered off in the distance. I could smell several of their mounts off in the distance. I had no idea how many more of these Deodamnatused Witch Hunters there might be in the forest. Three I might be able to handle if that was all there was. But these three had silver weapons. If there was more than that? With silver weapons? Better to run than fight.
The click of wood against wood. Another bolt had been dropped into the first crossbow’s channel. The glimpse I had of the bowman as I had spun and dodged showed me a kid, barely an adult.
The first archer lowered his crossbow and tried to shove his boot into the metal hoop at the front. He'd need to hold the weapon with his foot, so he could pull but string up to cock the weapon. I leaped.
He didn’t have time to reload. Instead, he dropped his crossbow and drew two long knives, one in each hand. Irrumator! Bastard. I could smell the silver of his blades.
He was hunched over, his head forward on his neck, and his shoulders misshapen. His mouth curled into a snarl, like an animal threatening before it charges. He held his weapons in a ready position that would work well for his deformity. His stance was wide, grounded, and well balanced.
I shifted my lunge and slipped aside. Two silver knives. Deodamnatus! The wound in my side twinged. My demon screamed. Pain washed over me again. My demon, my hunger, needed blood to heal me. She demanded that we feed.
Onion Breath lunged at me with his long silver seax. His stance, his bearing, his thrust and redirection of the blade, all told me he knew how to use those seaxes. These guilders weren't amateurs. I spun away from his strike and kicked at his legs. He dodged, which gave me a bit of room to manoeuvre.
Should I release my demon and hope I could get her under control again once she had fed? Or flee and put distance between my body and the blades that could hurt me even more? I had let her loose once before. There were reasons why stories of my kind as monsters existed, whispered amongst the mortals. I didn’t want to let my demon have control again. My gut twisted at the memories of the last time.
Onion Breath and his hunchbacked friend circled me, four silver knives out between them. Four blades I had to avoid. I had no idea how many more of them might be around me.
Out of options, I pulled energy from my reserves, from my demon. That would loosen my hold on her, but I needed speed right now. I leapt across the small clearing with the supernatural speed and strength my demon provided. The movement shot a spasm of pain through my body.
My hand slapped the wound. I pressed hard to offset the incredible sting as I tried to flee past the witch hunters. A bowstring twanged, and another bolt whined through the air. I spun as I leapt to avoid the bolt. Silver flashed in the night as the missile sped past my ear. That made that gash in my side hurt. My demon shrieked. Panic and pain. I was committed now. I didn’t know how many others guilders were there. I had to leave.
Time to run until I could heal, and plan my next step. Tonight was all about survival and escape.
   
If you enjoyed this story, and the bonus chapter, please visit CupofBlood.com to sign up for Troy’s mailing list, and be the first to hear when the new series goes live!





PLEASE LEAVE A REVIEW
You can help spread the word about the people of Penllyn
Reviews from readers are the best way you can help not only authors like myself, but also help other readers.
Perhaps independent authors will someday reach the mega-marketing-budgets of the big-guys in publishing. Until then, we rely on readers like you to share your thoughts about our work.
Cursed, Ruadh’s Story
Find links to the online retailers at:
penllynchronicles.com





OTHER BOOKS BY TROY
FIND THEM AT PENLLYNCHRONICLES.COM
The Penllyn Chronicles (Novellas)
 
	Penllyn, Bleddyn’s Story
	Penteulu, Emlyn’s Story
	Cursed, Ruadh’s Story


The Cup of Blood Series (Novels)
 
	A Cup of Blood (Coming Soon)
	A Soul of Steel (Coming Soon)
	A Blink of an Eye (Coming Soon)






GLOSSARY
of terminology, places, and historical figures
In the early and mid-seventh century, the divisions we know of today, England, Scotland and Wales didn’t exist then. Throughout history, different names and terms have been used for various factions, peoples, and areas of Britain. Below are the terms used in this book. The author has also included historical figures of the time that may be referenced in the various stories.

Bernicia: A Kingdom, in north-central Britannia. Later, it was combined with Deira to form what would be called Northumbria.

Britannia: The largest of the British Isles.

Britain: Modern day Wales: A dark-ages political division that denotes the western half of the lower section of Britannia that is still controlled by the native British. The other sections are often controlled by Saxon and Pagan Kings.

Britons: The people of Britannia.

Cadwallon ap Cadfan: King of Gwynedd, died 634/5.

Cantref (plural cantrefi):
A division of land within a Cymry kingdom. Cantrefi were ruled by Lords, who owed allegiance to Kings.

Cymry: A term referring to the native Britons who remained following the withdrawal of the Roman legions at the beginning of the dark ages (late fourth century and early fifth century CE). This term typically refers to the people we know today as the Welsh. The author will use Cymry to distinguish the Welsh from their Anglo-Saxon neighbors.

Edwin: King of Deira and Bernicia (d. 632 or 633 CE).

Fadog (cantref)*: A former part of the Kingdom of Powys.

Gwynedd: A Cymry Kingdom, in what would be North Wales today.

Ida: first known King of Bernicia, (d. 559 CE). His descendants were among the kings and rulers of several of the non-Cymric kingdoms of Britannia. "Sons of Ida" refer to his descendants who were fierce rulers and warlords.

Mercia: a Saxon Kingdom in the midlands of today’s Britain.

Penda: King of Mercia

Penllyn (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Powys.

Penteulu: The leader of a Cymry Lord’s war band or guard.

Rhos (cantref)*: A cantref of the Kingdom of Gwynedd.

Saxon: Germanic settlers into the British Isles following the withdrawal of Rome from the land. They controlled many of the Eastern British kingdoms during the dark ages.

* The Author has taken liberties with people and location boundaries, as well as with historical timelines surrounding several Cantrefi and their lords.





WELSH PRONUNCIATIONS
Throughout this series I’ve opted to use modern Welsh words in place of old Brythonic variants.
Any errors in word use or selection are solely mine. Variations in northern and southern Welsh accents are not included in this guide.
Below is a limited guide to some of the spellings and pronunciations you will find in this series.
Welsh Pronunciations: In Welsh, all letters are pronounced, even when it appears impossible to do so. Vowels typical are pronounced in their “soft” forms with a few exceptions:
A as in man
E as in met
I is a hard E sound, as in Queen
O as in hot
U is a hard I or E sound, as in Pita
W (yes, it’s a vowel in Welsh) is the double O sound, as in Zoo
Y has several variations:
Alone it’s usually pronounced uh as an article: y caer (the fortress)
Within a word, it acts as a Welsh U
Double Vowell Dipthongs:
Ei, Eu: as ay way
Ow: long O as in tow
Ae, Ai, Au:
as the y in my
Ywy:
as in the ui in Fluid
Other Welsh Sounds:
dd: pronounced as the TH sound
Bleddyn = Blethin
Rh: to pronounce this, reverse the sounds. H then R, and trill or roll the R
LL: This is the “dreaded” Welsh sound, and is almost unique to the Welsh language. To pronounce this sound, place your tongue against the roof of your mouth, as though you’ve finished the sound of “EL”, then blow as though you’re pronouncing the beginning of the “H” sound. Add in the “EL” sound. This sound has also been described as pronouncing an L with a th in front of it.
FF: is F as in fan
F: is V as in Avon (Welsh pronunciation of “Afon”)
C: is always hard, similar to the K in English, as in “Cat”
CH: as in the Scottish “Loch”
Names in Penllyn
Neirin: Nayreen
Rhian: Hrrian
Rhos: Hrross
Bleddyn: Blethin
Owain: O-wine
Fadog: Va-dog
If you are a native Welsh speaker, and notice any flaws in the above, please let me know via email: troy@troyahill.com
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I was not fortunate enough to have been born to Welsh parents. Instead my melting-pot American roots run to both Scotland and Germany. I did find a nice American girl with solid Scottish ancestry to marry.
My interest in fantasy literature began as an offshoot of reading Science Fiction. One of the first fantasy novels I read was Robert A. Heinlein’s Glory Road. From there, I graduated to J.R.R. Tolkien. Then I discovered the works of David Eddings, Glen Cook, Laurell K. Hamilton and R.A. Savlatore.
When I decided to begin a career in writing, Hamilton’s Anita Blake series, as well the works of R.A. Salvatore’s Drizzt series made me want to combine vampires and dark fantasy along with a Mark Twain-esques plot. I chose to explore Arthurian mythology.
Which led me to the Welsh tales in Y
Mabinogi. And then I wished I was Welsh.
My wife and I currently live in Los Angeles, California, about as far from Wales as one can get in the English speaking Northern hemisphere. I’m a retired journalist and professional photographer. But, now I write while sitting on our balcony with my fuzzy editor, Loco-Kitty.
When I’m not writing, I like to hang out at the Santa Monica Pier, where I also give historical walking tours of the pier.









images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00010.jpg





cover.jpeg
TO RUN AT

NIGHT

I TO
THE Cup B D SER

TROY A. HILL





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00005.jpg
KINGDOMS OF BRITANNIA

APPROX MID SEVENTH CENTURY

NoORTHERN KINGDOMS

& BriTisH (CYMRY)
NI KINGDOMS
o‘é& \ﬁc Kincooms
é‘&é‘\ mb‘“’ SaxoN KINGDoms
i
1A
RIA
DA
)2 2
S 4%,
2 %,
& % T
=5 )
Z
¢
e, T
Z, 2
o
%
%4

EDO LINDSEY

>
§/ .
O, NG,
Q MErcia

GwenTt Essex

A Ny
X
wessF Sussex

O‘A\P
Wy
o





