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Foreword

Kindly written by Roger Evans, a revered figure in farming circles, a known wit, a successful author and although hardly likely to mention it, a man awarded the OBE for his unstinting work on behalf of Britain’s dairy industry.

I just love history, it fascinates me. But I also enjoy reading. So if you get a good historical novel you can’t go wrong. As a rule the writers of these novels do endless research; accurate research, so along with one of your favourite pastimes you get a history lesson as well. John Clegg has done something few writers do, he goes a long way back and the further you go, then the harder it must get. If we know our history, we are better able to plan our future. I recommend this book to all of you.

Roger Evans. 14th March 2023.


	

Preface

Although I spent much of my adult life in the antiques business, my real love has always been history, but being so absolutely taken up with the constant need to learn, the need to stay ahead of the game as tastes changed, while constantly improving stock quality, I hardly had time to read a book, let alone write one.

On selling the shop I renovated four old properties and then came my chance. At last, I had time to delve into the past and write about it. 

Following a few months of research, I had worked out a plot and had even familiarised myself with the main characters, but with pen poised, I couldn’t give them a voice. 

Then came the memory of two of programmes I’d seen regarding tribesman in Papua New Guinea. In the one, a man resplendent in paint and feathers stepped straight from the Stone Age to board a light aircraft, making a short hop across the valley and in the other, a number of similarly attired worthies had been commissioned by an American enthusiast, to search for a World War II plane lost in the vast spread of jungle below them. The little dramas had subtitles. 

Suffice to say, the Neolithic air passenger took to the notion of skipping Bronze and Iron Ages and any other age, as if simply one of those everyday things and those being rewarded for the plane search, said things like, “What? Down there in all that tangle? Is the bloke mad?”

Their headman replied, “Oh, just thrash about for a bit. He won’t know any different.”

“But he must be a complete idiot!”

“I know, but we still get paid,”

They looked archaic, but had a proud self-belief and confident banter that would have easily fitted in with those I grew up with in South Shropshire.

I thought, ‘That’s it! As bizarre as it sounds, those will be the voices for my characters.’
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Introduction

The tale is a contemporary work of fiction, but its mouthpiece is an itinerant storyteller, relating the saga to members of an Iron Age tribe c 405 BC. A story handed down, dating from the collapse of the Bronze Age in Britain, c 800 BC and as mentioned above, rather than making the characters sound ancient and wooden, the jaunty dialogue is in a fairly modern style.

In fact, I’d better tell you now, I went fully ahead with my idea and it’s the sort of banter that would have been heard along the Welsh Marches in the late 1950’s----, but apart from that tiny anomaly, all other details, of flora, fauna, clothing, houses, weapons, food, transport, religious customs, medicines, climate etc are true to what archaeology has brought to light.

How a family struggled with conditions of the time and how the new metal, iron, came into their lives, is told in a slightly self-deprecating manner by a man imploring the forces of the spirit world, to grant him the power to paint pictures in his listener’s minds, as he relates escapades, hunting trips, bartered deals, slavery, capricious spirits, Bronze Age battles and basic human interaction.

It is set in what is now North Shropshire, but the saga moves from present day Welsh Marches, down into Mid-Wales, before sailing on down into the West Country.

Those having already read it, once having got over the initial shock, said the strange combination of a 1950’s ripping yarn dialogue occurring in the late Bronze Age, actually works and by bringing the characters to life, it evoked laughter and at one point, almost tears.

The book is the first of a trilogy, the second volume being a continuation of the families’ fortunes 401 BC and the third, an Iron Age grand tour, starting out that very same year, taking in the Rhineland, Alps, Hellenic settlements down the Dalmatian coast, Athens, Rome and cities of the Etruscan League.

Writing the tale wasn’t easy, as present-day measures of time and distance, catchphrases and so many naval, sporting and religious phrases we take for granted, plus words of obvious Latin origin were off limits to a storyteller c 405 BC. Well obviously, a few words with Latin roots had to be slipped in to keep the tale flowing, but the author hopes the reader will let those slip by, along with that little 1950’s detail mentioned earlier.
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Prologue

My trip has been wearisome, working my way north, overland from the far south-eastern corner of our island. Along the route, my tales from the past have kept me fed and sheltered, but it is at the fortress so prominent ahead, that the epic saga will be told. That’s if they take to me. They’re a tough, no-nonsense bunch and have forcefully ejected tellers in the past, but on my previous visit, following a prickly opening, they gradually warmed to what was basically an everyday tale of their ancestors, but more importantly, to my style of telling it.

Why do I do it? Many’s the time I’ve asked myself that. Those initial nerves never become easier, but once the story is underway, I experience a strange force surging, as if urging me to persist; demanding that I tell the tale and keep the past alive. If particularly successful, it brings a sense of exhilaration, as would a drug, making me wonder why I’m always initially so nervous.

The chieftain? Well of course, I’ve been warned of his savagery, but must admit, on my previous visit, although finding him decidedly craggy, basically, he seemed a fair man. Having said that, you’d be a fool to get on the wrong side of him.

It’s actually one of his officials that sets an inner warning ringing. A ruddy faced man called Ryth, if I remember correctly, whose smile and booming voice of welcome don’t come close to hiding the fact he’d love to see me founder, but to compensate, I have an abiding memory of a particularly attractive lady. I’ve not spoken to her, but just know we would be of a like mind. I of course didn’t enquire as to her marital status. Somehow, I didn’t need to. It’s an aura some widowed ladies project and anyway such a question could have led down a trail I’m forbidden to follow. The gift bestowed, allows me to tell the tale, but not enter their lives and certainly not alter the course of a life. More’s the pity.

Oh! I’ll have to go now. I’ve been spotted and children are running to greet me.


	

Part 1


	

Chapter One

The fire in the centre of the hall had become a huge fearsome blaze with flames like leaping spirits, crackling sparks aloft to die in the smoke as its glowing heart amid the circle of bronzed faces cast slow moving shadows of those at the back of the Great Hall, standing and feeling for more favourable places to sit. Faces and dark places flickered to life at random, before being plunged back into gloom as the fire seemed to take on a life of its own.

Apart from scraps left for the men to pick over, the main feasting was done. There was beer of course, but no longer supplied by willowy figures swaying through the throng topping up horn beakers from the jug. This was now an all-male gathering, free to help themselves from the vat, but even in this warrior world there were limits. Respect was demanded by the upper echelon, was avidly sought by all as a life mission and so pity the man who faltered or fell down drunk before all the night’s proceedings had been completed. To gain respect here was a long tough process and to lose it, all too easy.

There had been exhibitions of sword play, which even though only mock battles could become overheated and draw blood; trials of strength; arm wrestling to decide whether last year’s champion was still, ‘The Ox!’ followed by music from flute, reedpipes and drum, to which pretty maidens, in their finest attire, enjoying the hunger in men’s eyes, had danced to in practiced unison. 

Once these had flitted from the hall like a long colourful ribbon, there had been a short drama based around a recent comic entanglement and the butt of their joke had had no choice other than to take it in good part, by joining in the roars of laughter. He received a few slaps on the back, proving he still belonged, part of the tribe, respect not quite in tatters and gradually the noise simmered down as they settled to await the storyteller.

He walked in with robe flowing and mounted what had been provided, out of respect for his status, a small wooden platform. He went to sit down, but hesitated, picking up the stool as if searching for a possible treacherous hole in the floor or loose leg. Accompanying a narrowing of eyes, he held out a forefinger as if to say, ‘I’ve heard all about you people.’ A huge cheer went up.

His hair was grey, tied back in a casual manner, for two dangling strands to frame a look of distinction life had chiselled on his face. A silver linked choker glinted warmly from his neck and the elaborate coloured stitching adorning front-edges and cuffs of his robe, set him aside from other men. He was allowed this artistic touch without his manhood being brought into question, as it added to the sense of theatre. From within one of the generous cuffs, a blackthorn wand was withdrawn and slowly waved to gain full attention. 

My Lord. He bowed to the chieftain. Gentlemen, thank you all for inviting me here this evening to humbly tell my tale. I hope it raises a little mirth and holds enough interest not to have me tossed into the water trough as I’m told, happened to a previous Teller who didn’t quite come up to the mark. 

The roar of appreciation would have been heard way down in the valley. He raised his wand again. Now I’m not here to tell you tales of the dragon, heroes that can fly, heroes that can beat an army single handed, have all limbs severed and yet by magic be restored for battle next day. No. I’m here to tell you deeds of your forefathers, stories of your heritage, of real people who lived right here in this your territory, before the knowledge came. In fact the story tells exactly how that knowledge arrived. I will tell it as it has been handed down through the generations and at times repeat the very words of Erdikun himself, as if he were here like a vision, right before your eyes. 

He held out the wand again and with head raised implored, Bring me magic. The magic of words. Grant me the magic of words to paint pictures in the minds of these good people.

The tale starts with three homesteads, down in the very same valley to the east of where you now reside. Where present day hamlets and villages stand, yes there were houses, but nothing like the density of population we witness today, meaning there was not the same intense rivalry between tribes and communities for land and the bounty held therein. Not the same degree of political wrangling and bloodshed. That is not to say they didn’t know how to take care of themselves, as will be evident as the tale unfolds. Houses and villages were protected from wolves, four and two legged, (the Teller paused for cheer of appreciation) by wooden palisades, but nothing like the elaborate deterrents and mighty showpieces of power we construct in present times. (His smile in the direction of the chieftain, received a nod of appreciation.) Also their tools and weapons, although fashioned from bronze and stone did not make them any less of a thinking, creative and at times courageous people than we have here in this hall tonight.

“Flint? Stone? You mean cavers!!” came a youth’s cry of derision from the back.

If Erdikun could be here this moment he’d make you swallow those words. Consider yourself lucky he isn’t! And now I think about it……did it never cross your mind that our lord and master of all he surveys, right here in this hall tonight, is directly descended, if but in a distant way, from those people of legend?

This reminder of what should have been obvious, brought a collective gasp. Senior advisors turned, hoping to spot the culprit and it wasn’t hard to imagine wide-eyed alarm on a face drained of colour, as it sank low as physically possible into a pair of hands in the dark. How could he have been so stupid as to indirectly insult the chieftain himself?

Trying to lighten the mood somewhat the Teller said, Just remember - manners, young man! They don’t cost anything. 

Order restored, with arms held out wide, he said loftily, Picture the scene; a funeral pyre befitting a queen, on that final voyage to the land of her ancestors; the fatted ox roasting; wailing sadness of the pipes; every type of food prepared and ready for the whole community there in attendance to pay their last respects. Midst it all stands Erdikun, tall, proud, last of his generation almost in a dream, lost in the memories of his sister and their humble beginnings; the battles to survive winter; the small houses that formed their simple community; the years in virtual servitude to the warlord up in his lofty camp where we now sit.

The Teller bowing again, said quietly, I relate this with utmost respect, My Lord. 

The worthies, sitting alongside the chieftain craned forward and on witnessing a wry smile slowly creeping, sat back with a sigh of relief.

Erdikun’s grandfather, Tollan, had chosen what proved to be an ideal location to settle. It was beside a ford across a pretty stream, that lay well within range of the main fortified camp, should trouble arise. He’d wondered why the location hadn’t been taken before, until the clearing of tangled growth and saplings showed that in a way it had. He came across post remnants and a hearth long gone cold; evidence of earlier occupation. The people, having exhausted the surrounding land had moved on. 

The fact that apple and plum trees grew so conveniently nearby was further evidence and stands of holly guarding against evil, either side of the main approach down which the north wind blew, confirmed his suspicions. 

Basic human nature doesn’t really change and just as would happen today, curiosity got the better of the locals who wandered along to watch Tollan’s endeavours and offer advice, whether sought or not. The man was a paragon of diplomacy, however and in his slightly strange accent, simply thanked them for their warnings of poor soil and carried on regardless. 

He became to be known as a man of flint. Not in the sense of a weapon, although having said that, no-one dared cross him, for he was solid, unyielding like a rock. His powers of endurance were legendary and he was also known as a man of thrift. It was said out of earshot, that if pushed to it, he would rather skin moles with a dog-bone blade, than part with good bronze for a winter coat.

Locals who had advised against setting up home in that particular location and who had made it their business to be just happening by as harvest time approached, managed to hide their dismay at what greeted them. For rather than looking feeble, the crop, although modest, was more luxuriant than anything they had ever produced. They were not informed that the contents of the middens, ancient and new, had been the reason for the miracle and had felt even more downcast when their pleas regarding retribution for the obvious collusion between Tollan and the evil ones – what else could explain such an abundant harvest? – had been rebuffed out of hand by the powers up on this hill. 

That’s not to say the latter didn’t keep an eye on him. All they could glean, however, was that he’d wandered into the eastern regions with just the clothes he stood up in and had been given work and food by a family living in the shadow of that grand summit where, he that now lords over all, we revere his name and yours my Lord, had his capital. It later came to light that his prodigious work rate made him an ideal candidate for what was referred to as, ‘good breeding’ and so his new family had not been averse to a love match between him and their eldest daughter, Vana, especially as no dowry had been required.

They were not so enthusiastic, however, when hearing of their plans to venture west, but Vana, a clever, spirited girl, was not at all daunted by the coming venture into the unknown. She had in fact looked forward to it, visibly glowing at her good fortune. Not only had this powerful man wandered in from out of nowhere to melt under her feminine charms, but had been rendered slightly malleable, owing to his urgent need to become fluent in her language. 

All the tribes could converse by sign language, but as you know it has its limitations and hardly satisfies minds hungry to share hopes and visions. One can hardly experience that glow of satisfaction, that sense of coming alive, with basic hunter-warrior sign language.

Those in power, looking down from here in their eyrie began to take even greater interest in the settlers, on them becoming the first to daub paint on their hut walls, starting what can only be called a new fashion across the valley. Information then filtered up that the stream they had settled beside, had had part of its flow diverted to run down a freshly hewn channel, not only for irrigation, but for the nurturing of fish in a newly dug pond.

An invitation was offered in the form of an armed escort and Tollan was marched up to the Great Hall. Here he charmed them with his unassuming manner and actually came away with a regular order for fish, smoked or fresh, provided a tenth part was offered in gratitude for the granting of such a generous royal warrant. 

The same imposition had been put on his harvest. As with all the harvests of the community in fact. He stood patiently listening, while yet again it was explained, the tithe was for the good of all, feeding not only the brave warrior elite that protected the people and kept savages at bay, but the holy men, who by use of their mysterious knowledge, harnessed the power of the spirits for the good of all. It was in fact his patriotic duty, not only to the tribe, but to those in power, who having had such onerous duties thrust upon them, were merely extracting the tithe to do what was considered best for all. The tithe had started as a voluntary contribution and was still referred to as such, even though all volunteers now had no choice. 

Same as with the expectation to lay down one’s life, if need be, in defence of tribal land, plus adherence to the edict stating, all young males should become proficient with spear, sling and bow, which of course laid down the basic foundations of what is expected today. 

Admiration of Tollan’s enterprise and demeanour under scrutiny had led the chieftain, a fair-minded ruler, to pass the decree; provided he remained the main beneficiary, the man would from thereon, be granted guardianship over the nearby Black and Offering Pools, functioning as what would be termed today, a fish bailiff. 

Tollan was wise enough to ensure any side deals were kept to a minimum and were not done with those residing close to home. What had been granted could just as easily be taken away.

By the time Erdikun, known simply as Erdi, was growing up, the settlement on the river bank had swollen to the massive three homesteads as mentioned earlier. 

You laugh, but as I said, folk back then were thinner on the ground. His father, Penda had a sister, Morga who in defiance of local tradition, when marrying a local man, Dowid, persuaded him to come and join her family, rather than the accepted custom of her leaving to live with his. 

With a laugh, the Teller asked, I’m not losing you am I? Penda and his sister Morga, despite having been born right there in the community, still hadn’t completely thrown off the suspicions and mutterings about them not being true locals and so Morga had had no qualms as regards flying in the face of local time-honoured ways. Dowid liked their free-spirited attitude and healthy disregard for stifling convention and having a slightly rebellious side to his nature, jumped at the chance. He slotted into managing the fish and eel enterprise as he seemed to have a flair for it. They had four children that lived, but suffice to say for simplicity, their oldest boy, Dowin, nicknamed, Yanker was the bosom pal of Erdi. They were inseparable when growing up.

The third house was occupied by a young couple, Dommed and Inga, who attracted by the small community’s zest and enterprise had requested to join them. Penda and old Tollan had spent quite some time talking to them, necessary when so much hinged on everyone getting along and on judging them to be a potential credit, welcomed them to set up home. By tradition all families pitched in to help with both this and the clearing of fresh land. They had five children that lived, the eldest being Talia, quite a pretty girl, same age and close friend of Vanya.

Erdi had a younger brother Mardikun, known to his family as Mardi and of course there was also, his little sister Vanya. Erdi’s mother, Mara, dark and slender had a genial untroubled look about her, but if narrowing of eyes happened to accompany a piercing look of scrutiny, then beware, as her words could hit like the sting of a whip.

Erdi and Yanker from the outset took an interest in their fathers’ duties and did their best to emulate them. They learnt to hunt; fish and farm; knowledge necessary for when eventually supporting families of their own. 

Vanya and Talia, when playing with dolls, reproduced in their fantasies what their mothers did as a daily round and from an early age learnt to forage, bash tight bundles of clothing with a rock in the stream to wash them and then had brimmed with pride on finding they could do as their mothers managed daily, return home with a water pot, carefully balanced on high, without spilling a drop. 

On that first occasion, grandma Vana had welcomed her granddaughter at the enclosure gate with arms open wide and a smile on her face, almost as if it had been a rite of passage. 

So these good people weren’t that much different from today really and their roundhouses were virtually the same, even down to the fact, some had storerooms and work spaces alongside. They felt no need for defensive earthen walls and ditches, a simple palisade surrounding homes and stores, sufficing, plus beyond, there was usually a stockade with a small roofed area, for holding the animals at night and whenever the snow lay heavy.

Erdi and Yanker took to their tasks avidly, proud to be classed as men, little realising at the time, they would eventually be expected to strengthen their families’ standing, by way of an approved marriage.

Yes, you’ve guessed it, there could be problems ahead. Erdi carried the spirit of granddad Tollan in his veins and was likely to prove troublesome come the day. 

His brother Mardi was different altogether. He could play for hours with the toy horse and cart Tollan had made him, completely oblivious to others in the room. Quiet as he was, however, he did have a strange tendency, sometimes blurting out observations so unexpected, they could stop a conversation dead. In fact in certain company, he could be an absolute liability. They still recalled and laughed at the time, when nothing more than a tiny mite, he’d shouted out, “Pooo muck!” recoiling from what one could only imagine was accidental seepage, as a woman’s rear end had loomed large to settle itself beside him. This had brought instant, if rather suppressed laughter, from his Uncle Dowid, Yanker and Erdi. Grandma Vana had ducked away from view, eyes brimming, but Penda and Mara had been none too pleased with their young lad and the woman in question hadn’t seen the funny side either.

Erdi would talk quietly to his little brother in the shadows at night, fascinated to learn how his mind worked. Some of the odd ways he looked at life could have him rolling around in agony, laughing. Mardi would smile weakly not understanding what had been so funny. He often asked Erdi to tell him stories, especially those about Zak and Big Hendi the giant. He never tired of them. Erdi loved his brother for just being who he was and was forever fearful he might be picked on, bullied for being different. He also loved his exciting little package of a sister, but was scared lest malignant spirits, being jealous of her energy and passion, took the chance to harm her in some way. He didn’t ever say, but would channel his efforts for the chance to acquire scraps of bronze, no matter how tiny, to offer to Earth Mother up where the magic spring sparkled out clear sweet water. He prayed for the safety of his family, but most of all for Mardi and Vanya.

So their houses were roughly the same as yours, they ate virtually the same food and each house even had its own quare fella. Just like now they couldn’t say the word - he mouthed Brownie - for fear of upsetting him. He would generally guard the home, but say the wrong thing and he could sour the milk, ransack the place in the night or even leave for good. I know some say they don’t exist, but I don’t share that point of view. Tell me. How can you drop something right by your foot and it end up way over by the door, hidden under something unless there was - he whispered - a Brownie at work?

So you might be thinking that their way of life was almost the same as now. Largely it was, but for one big difference, the might of bronze. Everyone needed it, but its arrival and magical conversion from rocks to metal was completely controlled and no-one could avail themselves of it other than by dealing with the chieftain sitting right here where we sit today. 

Bowing yet again to the headman, he paused, but on. seeing the hint of a smile from the old warrior’s narrowing eyes, he continued. Anyone caught trading with a bronze runner would have his belongings confiscated and home torched, before being forced to witness the smuggler being strung up at the border as a warning to others. Bronze meant power and with the resources of tin and copper becoming more and more sought after, the value of the metal soared to unsustainable heights.

More will be revealed as the tale unfolds, but beware feeling smug at their apparent naivety, as history can have a nasty habit of repeating itself. People can be lulled into the trap of thinking things go on forever, but of course they never do.

Before I return to Erdikun, in his sorrow at losing his sister Vanya; before I return to the scene of her funeral all those years ago up on this very hill, let me explain something. They of course, spoke differently to you and I and they had some pretty strange superstitions. Of course they did. But when I say their words, real or imagined, I’ll not attempt to convey them in what would only sound like a stilted tone. This would portray them as archaic. They weren’t. So when I attribute words and phrases to them they couldn’t possibly have known back then, please be tolerant and allow some artistic license. I want to convey the fact your ancestors were vibrant and inventive, the best being equal in intelligence to anyone here and the worst - he threw his voice to the back of the hall - just as stupid! There erupted a huge cheer and dull drumming of feet on the rush-strewn hard earth floor.

I will take you back to the scene of Erdi aged and alone with his thoughts on the passing of Vanya. He’d had no stomach for the food on offer. Strange so much at such a sad occasion. Yet the people had kindly turned up to pay their last respects and couldn’t be sent home without sustenance. Moreover, Vanya would now be entering the spirit world, welcomed by her ancestors and the feast not only celebrated the miracle of this transition, but symbolised life continuing back here in the real world. For all that, Erdi still couldn’t bring himself to eat. He slipped away to the ramparts overlooking the valley and called out into the night.

At this point the Teller produced a strange object from beneath his robe. Speaking through it, his words took on a sepulchral tone and seemed to resound, as if actually coming from the back of the hall, rather from where he sat. The slight ruffling amongst his audience showed an involuntary betrayal of unease.

“Vanya, you will never be forgotten. You will live on. Live on through your descendants. Live on in the tales to be told down through time.”

He could hold them back no longer, for turning and forcing himself to return to the dimming glow of the pyre, tears at last welled up in old Erdi’s eyes. A few friends and family welcomed and led him into the Great Hall. As if in a trance, he let himself be moved about in the bustle of well-wishers and sympathisers. They all spoke his language, of course, but not in the way those from back in the old times had done. Those who had experienced the power of bronze. Who could he turn to now, to enable his spirit to come alive? They had all gone. Travelled on to the land of the ancestors. He was the lone survivor of the legend he had lived through. What did these people around him know of the age of bronze? They meant well, but didn’t really understand his deep yearning to talk once again with kindred spirits. To share stories with those who’d lived through the time before the knowledge had arrived. 

Only later, once the peripheral guests had left, did he feel the numbness lifting and strength returning, providing the will to once again face the seemingly stupid, insignificant details that made up daily life. He at last took some food and the beer helped mellow his mood. He even laughed at some of the memories; at tales of his sister, whose inner spirit had never really aged. A few younger family members pleaded with him to mount the dais. People still flocked to hear his stories. 

Erdikun, although reluctant, allowed himself to be ushered and applauded up into the light glowing from the hearth.

With his voice slightly altered to mimic that of an aged man, the Teller continued: “My first significant memory of my sister Vanya was when she lay in her cradle. As you know, most at that early age simply lie there sleeping or wailing. I remember creeping forward to peep into her cot, where it hung from the rafters and through the wickerwork, I saw a pair of huge brown eyes, staring at me as if we’d met before somewhere. She tried to crane her little head as if expecting, even at that age, to be able to peer over the side, not looking like a bewildered first-time arrival, but more like the inquisitive spirit of one just recently returned.

She wasn’t in wet-rags for long, kicking them off as if in a dash to be growing up. She would stagger around from one support to another in an effort to follow her granddad Tollan. She adored him. The feeling was mutual and seemed to give the old man a new lease of life. Then in seemingly no time at all she was running around everywhere, tanned from head to toe, needing to be caught when the need arose, to get her into clothes. I can still hear that throaty laugh on finally being captured. She always seemed to be making things, inventing games that others begged to join in. In fact she was a natural leader without ever wishing to appear like it. She hadn’t even wanted to be the Spring Queen. 

On arrival, up at the Feasting Site on the Dwy river, all the young girls changed into their best attire, their princess costumes, but Vanya having reluctantly donned hers, went missing. We looked everywhere. Finally, it was Dowid I think who spotted her. She was pulled out from beneath one of the stalls where she’d tucked herself and struggling all the way was led and shoved into line with the others. Following a grumpy look of resignation, she beamed a smile and won. We paid our respects with a bronze offering later, lest wilful demons thought we might be gloating. You can’t be too careful!”

So Erdikun related more tales from the life of his sister and these and others were handed down to me. He kept his eulogy fairly brief as he could feel his voice starting to crack with emotion. He finally asked them to raise their drinking horns and then had to turn away, feeling the need to be on his own again. He retreated with his memories into the shadows.

The Teller continued with the tale well into the night, but finally, with the fire no more than a deep red glow, he announced he would return to relate more of the story the following evening.


	

Chapter Two

Next morning was clear and fresh. Warm enough, however, for just simple linen shirt and leggings to suffice. The loose-fitting clothes suited the Teller’ s mood. It was good to feel free from his theatrical duties as he strolled through the camp, exchanging greetings with those he met. People were going about their business and children were playing. A young man approached in a most obsequious fashion and handed him a gift of warm apple cake. He requested forgiveness and realising him to be the youth who had interrupted him the night before, the Teller gladly gave absolution. He wandered over to the camp’s main entrance. It led down to the base of the hill, protected on either side by tall, sturdy wooden palisades and at top and bottom by gates. The expanse of ditches and defences surrounding the fort were enough to deter all but the foolhardy. To the east lay a wooded ridge and turning he could just make out the dim outline of hills that held the lofty encampment of those known back in time, as Gatekeepers of the South. 

He finished eating his gift and was on the point of continuing the circuit when a group of youths ran towards him. “Tell us a story,” they begged him. “Tell us about Erdi.” They clamoured in a ring, surrounding him. His heart sank and he did his best to resist, being fatigued from the previous night’s exertions, but in the end capitulated and perched himself on the fighting step of the fortress wall while they seated themselves in an eager group below. 

He explained the main characters and then said, Now where shall I start? I know. I’ll take you way back to when Erdi was beginning to explore his locality. He was still just a boy. It had been a dream of his to climb that far ridge. The one behind me now. He yearned to see what lay beyond. He knew there were numerous lakes, for that was where his grandfather Tollan had trapped fish to add stock to their local pools, but apart from that and the fact the people talked a bit funny - The boys laughed and said that they still did - the world beyond the ridge was a mystery. Erdi and his cousin Yanker had both finished the morning’s grind of feeding the pigs, taking scraps to the dogs, shelling peas, splitting and lugging in wood for the fire and were now at a loose end. Suddenly, as if from out of nowhere, an exciting plan materialised. They would set off on a little journey of discovery to see what lay beyond that enigmatic east ridge. Even at this early age Erdi had become noted for his accuracy with slingshot and they both carried their trusty staves everywhere and so were well equipped to face danger. 

Slipping away unseen, they headed along the well-worn path winding through the trees. This petered out into what was no more than an animal trail and the sun had started its dip to the west by the time they reached a tiny brook that marked a personal boundary. The winding ooze of water, never more than a chuckling brook even in winter, was of no great significance other than the fact that beyond it, lay the great unknown. They had never ventured further than this before. Penda and Dowid had told their sons that beyond this point lay danger. They had never specified exactly what type of danger, but had given strict instructions not to take so much as one step beyond that seeping trickle, hardly audible, just beyond their toes. 

The boys stared long and hard at forbidden territory. It looked much the same as where they were standing. They continued peering at the trees and shrubs ahead expecting to see at least some clue as to what might lurk, but hard as they looked, they received not the slightest hint. Maybe there were monsters, dragons or giants, as in frightening stories related to quell a child’s natural tendency to wander. Maybe tendrils would entangle and drag them, bound as food for the green forest spirits to devour. Looking at each other and back at the woodland ahead, which appeared no different to that they’d just scrambled through, they concluded, ‘Monsters? Surely not. Why not just go a little way and find out?’

With looks exchanged for confidence they decided to take that first decisive step. They could always jump straight back again if something awful suddenly reared up in front of them. As nothing of the sort did, they simply shrugged and continued.

The going became steeper and any hint of a path dwindled to nothing. Briars tripped and lacerated ankles and calves. Long spiny tendrils seemed determined to grab at their clothing. In places trees had grown into such tangled thickets, they had no choice other than to backtrack and try and seek a way round. They stopped at intervals, exhausted and took the precaution of remembering certain features to avoid becoming lost. They’d been warned of ‘the lost boys,’ those that had wandered off never to be seen again. 

Erdi said, they’d just top the ridge and make that their goal for the day. Something stirring in the darkness, beyond the gnarled greening trunks, stopped them dead. They peered into the gloom, hearts beating, but it was just deer ghosting through a dusty half-light. They were encouraged by the sight of brighter, possibly less entangled ground ahead and ripping the last of the clinging branches and briars from clothing, fell with relief from the wilful twists and snarls that had seemed so intent on imprisoning them. 

A drumming of hooves shook the ground and they froze as if spell-cast. It was just wild ponies they’d disturbed. Then hearts leapt as a hare sprang from underfoot to bound away ears erect. Growing apprehension brought on wild imaginings, illusions, jangling the nerves in a growing sense of panic. Yet still they were drawn on.

Their spirits rose. Beneath more widely spaced trees, open ground beckoned. Ever watchful, one hand tight-clenching the stave, the other poised on the verge of signalling, ‘stop,’ they dared edge their way forward, constantly checking behind, dwarfed by ancient columns supporting the green canopy. There was bracken, knee high grass and occasional slippery rotting branch, but at least the going had become easier. Prodding the ground ahead for snakes, they continued, curiosity drawing them yet further onwards. They couldn’t stop now, for they had spotted something strange up ahead.

A shaft of sunlight lit a myriad of butterflies and quivering shades of green in what appeared to be a magic circle deep in the forest. They ducked from sight on spotting a figure emerging from the shadows beyond. 

Holding her gown clear of the grass as she entered the sunlit ring, the woman suddenly stopped as something caught her attention. 

They watched, truly fascinated, for just beyond the murky stillness of their vantage point, they could see the woman’s hair gently billowing, auburn strands shining, rose-gold in the sun and yet apart from butterflies and bees idling amongst the blooms, all about her was hushed and calm. 

Curiosity getting the better, they crept towards the light. What was a woman doing up here alone? Something about her drew them closer. She appeared to be foraging, looking as much at home as any of the forest animals. Ominously her search led in their direction. Something had caught her eye. She crept a few steps, then bent and scooped whatever it was from amongst the ferns. 

Like all children through time, they had been taught not to talk to strangers and so the boys watched and waited.

Almost as if catching the hint of a rather odd scent, she suddenly looked up and peered in their direction. 

They recognised her as the one often referred to in hushed tones, as that strange one; lady of the forest and even sometimes called, Earth Mother. With it being obvious she had now actually seen them, they stepped from cover and joined her in the glade, not only warmed by the sun, but now by her smile. This lingered, hardening slightly as she scrutinized. 

She had pleasant rounded features which the weather had bronzed to blend in perfectly with the rowan berry glow of her cheeks. A white blouse was just visible beyond the thin red trim, edging her light grey gown. Her dark eyes, shining as bright as bedewed bramble berries, watched them intently. Was she unravelling their very thoughts? When she did finally speak, it was actually quite disarming, “You look like two lost souls up here in the woods.”

Erdi doing his best, in vain alas, to sound older than his years, tried explaining they were in fact not lost, but exploring. These happened to be the first words said to the lady who was to have such an influence on their lives. When she pointed out the possible dangers, Yanker countered, “With great respect, dear lady, if it’s that dangerous, then why are you up here alone?”

She laughed and said with a wave of an arm. “This is my home. I live here. The animals are my friends and the forest is my provider.”

Erdi wondered why the breeze seemed to blow on her alone; her gown wafting gently as she approached to show them the contents of her basket.

“Just leaves,” Yanker muttered.

She overheard. “Agreed, but not just any leaves.” Picking out a sprig, “I press these into a wet mash and when bandaged over a wound, they have healing powers.” A beech tree was indicated to show their origin. A different clump was extracted to be lifted for inspection. “These are called ‘heal-bone.’” She rooted deeper and chuckled, “Here are some you ought to know.” They were dandelion leaves, ‘Wet the bed,’ “And the magic of these others is…. look.” They were held up for them to see the detail. “If these are boiled it brings forth a certain juice. A juice that gives strength.” She clenched an arm and gave a wink.” 

The Teller acting the part, brought laughter from his young audience.

Erdi then asked, “What about bad weather? How do you survive in winter?”

“Oh you mean, where do I lay my head at night? I have a house deep down and hidden in the woods. You might think I’m in danger, but there’s a magic circle cast around it. That suffices to keep me safe.”

The Teller could alter his voice so they knew who was saying what in the story.

“What sort of magic circle?” It was Erdi asking, sounding rather troubled.

They were both were beginning to feel uncomfortable. What if her beauty suddenly dissolved to reveal a hideous witch lurking within. Well you can’t blame them, said the Teller. I bet you boys know of places you daren’t walk. Places where an old crone might cast her spell on you.

This was no old crone, however. She had a kind face, but even so, Erdi and Yanker remained on guard. Out in the open, they thought her magic couldn’t be that potent, but if inside a building, then there’d be no telling the power of it. 

She said, “I can take you to the circle if you like. You won’t see anything of course, but you might feel its energy. Do you want to see where I disappear to? You’ll need to look very carefully mind you.” She gave Erdi’s hand a friendly touch, “Smoke from the fire should give a clue.”

He looked back at her stunned. A strange cool draught had accompanied the approach of her fingers.

“Look you’ve cut yourself,” she said gently brushing his forehead and on feeling the same mysterious wafting of air, he recoiled slightly.

“Don’t be frightened,” she said smiling, “Even the wolves are my friends. They come for the bones. Not to the house of course.” She laughed as if glad of the company. “They won’t dare enter the circle. The deer will. I have to chase them off the few things I manage to grow, but not the wolves. Come, you might just feel the power of the circle, but you won’t see it.” She rambled on a little, as to be expected from a woman living up there alone, “It’s entirely invisible. Do you want to see my house, warm under the ground?”

Pulling away slightly, they both gave a shake of head. She laughed. “Don’t look so worried. I didn’t cast the circle for the likes of you. It’s there to keep all bad things out.”

“I saw you pick something up just now,” said Erdi.

“Oh this. One of my little friends.” She carefully parted leaves in her basket and the face of a toad stared up at them. That did it. They were off. The ridge top could wait for another day. They ran down a path not caring where it led and didn’t stop running until back on level ground. Both doubled up, gulping for air, stared at one another, hearts pounding, too out of breath to talk. A glance at the sun and horizon told them roughly where they had ended up and on spotting familiar landmarks, they were able to find their way, with great relief, back within sight of home.

So the two brave warriors had returned without mishap and trying to sound entirely nonchalant, Erdi asked, “Mother?”

Something about his tone made her brace herself. Like most mothers she seemed able to read a young son’s mind. “Yes?” she said.

“You remember telling us about a woman who lives up in the woods?”

She couldn’t, but asked him to continue. 

“Who is she?”

“I hope you haven’t been up there without telling us!” Mara could see he was lying. “That’s just Elsa. She’s harmless enough. PENDA!” Her husband was summoned and after dark mutterings between them, he took Erdi aside demanding to be told the whole story. Tollan, appearing from where he’d been working, stood and listened. Penda, having reached for the hazel rod, was about to administer suitable corporal punishment when his father intervened, staying his arm.

“Let me deal with it. Come with me Erdi.” When out in the light he said, “Go and fetch your cousin.” He led them beyond the compound, sat himself before the two contrite young explorers and gave them a man to man talk as to why they shouldn’t wander off without telling anyone. It actually made more of an impression than a damn good thrashing.

Later Erdi was told more of Elsa and her strange gifts. His mother said, people racked with pain, hardly able to walk, let alone work, had over the years sent out pleas for her help. Just by having shoulder or back jerked in a certain way had left them, relieved of a little something in payment and of a massive back pain. Elsa had cured countless ailing hands, feet and limbs, had quelled fevers and had wrenched many a stiff neck to transform beleaguered looks of pain into those of wonder and relief. She could somehow interpret the wildest dreams and at times, even predict outcomes from them. Her knowledge of plants and fungi kept her in all the things her woodlands couldn’t produce like, lentils, wheat and barley.

“How by magic?” Erdi asked.

The Teller enquired, Do you boys know the answer? They all shook their heads.

She had a knowledge of natures’ secrets. The locals, although regarding her as a bit wild and eccentric, had no actual fear of her. In fact, she was considered to be the genuine Seer, rather than the man some referred to as the ‘bone rattler’ up in the camp. It was born in her, an innate gift that couldn’t be taught. Somehow, she knew what helped an aching wound, an aching head and even an aching heart. A few of the right leaves could bring her a whole basket of peas, bread, or what have you, traded up in the market.

Anyway, I’ll hand you back to Mara herself, talking to Erdi about the mysterious Elsa.

His voice became a little higher pitched and those watching laughed, almost feeling they were young Erdi looking up and listening.

“Elsa inherited her strange powers from her mother. She’s probably the closest thing we have to Earth Mother in human form. Nobody knows who her father was. Some say he was a pixie.” The Teller clamped a hand to mouth, saying, “Don’t you breathe a word I said that, Erdi! It was wrong of me. Stop laughing! Really. Please we shouldn’t. She’s got more of a gift in one of her little fingers than that bone rattler up at the camp has in his whole body. He once had Elsa’s poor mother taken in for ‘a little examination,’ was how he’d put it. The people here take most of what’s put upon them, but they weren’t having that! She’d done too much good for them. His lordship could see the Seer had stirred up unneeded trouble and to everyone’s relief, she was released. 

Don’t you go repeating what I’ve just told you, Erdi! Especially not the pixie and bone rattler bits. Certain folk take great pleasure in spreading what could be construed as damaging information about others.”

So you see boys, said the Teller, noticing his audience had swelled slightly in numbers, nothing much has changed.

The way he related the tale, almost like a one man play, had them gazing up at him, quite awestruck. He continued in Erdi’s voice, “I thought most of the people were our friends,”

“Some, but others are at their most dangerous when smiling. Even a good neighbour can turn traitor when their own skin’s threatened.”

“But that seems incredible!”

The Teller, easing down from his perch and ruffling a young boy’s head, said, “That son, I’m afraid, is life!”

So boys, they’d learnt their lesson. The next opportunity Erdi and Yanker had, they asked permission from their parents and headed off towards the elusive east ridge. Using another thing learnt from their first attempt, they circled the base of the hill to find the path they’d hurtled down in such a state of panic the previous time. On this trip, however, there was no sign of the magic circle nor of that strange lady, Elsa. They looked, but found that just like love, certain things stumbled upon by happy chance often elude when actually in search of them. 

With finally reaching the crest and looking south towards the ghostly blue hills almost lost in the clouds, came the revelation of how small their own world was and how vast was the great unknown lying out there. Staring, feeling lost in the enormity of it and sensing a strange premonition creeping over him, Erdi’s face took on a look of wonder.


	

Chapter Three

The Teller noticed some girls had joined his audience. He welcomed them and said they were just in time to hear a little bit about Vanya. He explained briefly who Vanya and the rest of the characters were and then asked all to take note that time had moved on about four years or so.

Now when Vanya was still but a tiny mite, having said that, even at such a tender age, you could already perceive the little woman starting to shine out of her, she and Talia happened to be playing outside with their dolls. These were simple things with painted faces, carved from wood, available from the Fire Feast, winter market. Their mothers had made tiny clothes to fit, but Vanya now decided the game required more realism, with the little mothers and baby dolls needing a home of their own. Her father, Penda watched with amusement as she enrolled Erdi and Yanker to cut and trim branches for leaning against the apple tree, as supports for elder branches fresh into leaf. They were from the resurgent shrub he’d been trying to eradicate. The boys did this cheerfully, taking instructions from the confident little lady who made it seem like fun and in all fairness, it wasn’t a bad effort. He had been quite taken aback at the way Vanya, still not that articulate, had managed to organise it all. She and Talia crawled inside to play in their new secret world and the two boys, their usefulness now over, were dismissed with the explanation there wasn’t enough room for them all.

Penda had learnt from that resilient elder. Generally, it was revered as a miracle tree. Its blossom was made into a refreshing drink, or as with the fruit, wine, plus the berries could be turned into jam and vinegar. Its bark and leaves were used as a dye and for medicinal purposes, plus the latter warded off evil, when hung in a doorway. Then finally, by virtue of being easily hollowed, its timber provided the perfect material for whistles and pipes, but this particular elder was in the wrong place. There were others growing nearby and so loss of the shrub wasn’t viewed as a tragedy. Its persistent nature, sprouting thicker every time he hacked it back, gave him the idea of taking the tops out of apple and plum trees. As new growth sprouted, they too thickened, providing more ample shade and fruited, not only in greater abundance, but at a more convenient height. 

Then looking at the lean-to play house, another idea struck him. Checking on the tally board recording the passing year, his suspicion was confirmed, Vanya’s birthday was almost due. He discussed his idea with Dommed, Talia’s father and a few days later Erdi and Yanker were instructed to take the two young ladies to their nearest neighbours to stay for a night. These had been more than glad to help and were looking forward to having the two girls as guests. The boys were told not to linger, but to come back and help.

The family concerned weren’t the brightest, but decent enough folk. Their son Brone who Yanker had nicknamed Blade was a bit of a dullard, but his company was endured largely on account of his sister Donda making up for lack of brains, with the burgeoning shape of her body, plus the fact at times she didn’t really mind their healthy interest in it.

“Shall we take Blade a bag of gravel?” Yanker asked with a grin. The Teller again played out the scene using different voices for each character.

“No don’t push it too far.” Erdi enjoyed a bit of a joke, but didn’t relish tackling Blade if riled. He was two years their senior and a bit handy with his fists to say the least. The joke had started when he’d asked them both if they knew why stones needed clearing annually from the fields? One patch was particularly troublesome. So many stones had been extracted over the years there’d almost been enough to form an enclosure.

Without pause for thought, Yanker told him, “You’ve got one of those special fields, Brone.”

“Of course we have.” Brone puffed himself up as usual and then confided, “Our dad says we’ve got the best of the land in these parts. But why’s this field different? Every year we find yet more stones have popped up like giant mushrooms. We clear them, then the next year up come more.

“Surely you know.”

The answer was a blank look.

“Lucky field, Brone. Certain fields are lucky and actually grow stones. Best time for picking ‘em is after a good,” his clenched fist for emphasis caused Brone to back off slightly, “sharp frost! Just like it’s best to pick rowan berries after the first frosts, it’s best to go a-stone picking early spring after the last frosts. If you’re really lucky the field will grow enough to build a wall to keep out all those rooting pigs and what have you.” With an arm embracing his solid friend, he said in confidence, “Don’t go letting on I told you this, but if you bury small stones just after the harvest, they’ll come up nice big and handy in the spring and you can finish off that wall of yours. It’s no good replanting those you’ve already cleared. Too mature. You need nice fresh young ‘uns. ‘Seeding stones,’ is what we call ‘em. About this big.” His hands cupped, slightly apart, indicated the size. “And don’t go shoving them in just anywhere. They’ll only work in the lucky field.”

“You mean like those stones from the river. Our dad says we got the best river stones round here. Nice and flat. We’ve lugged them up in the past to line the floors of the grain pits. We only take the best mind you. There’s always more after every flood. They seem to gather there on that bend we get the skimmers from. I could carry a few loads up here for our dad’s field.”

“You’ve got it Brone. Carry up the best. Just the very best. Next spring you’ll be rolling out some belters for that wall of yours. You’re a blade you are. A proper blade! Those stones will be perfect.”

Brone became quite animated. “Carry them up here…..?” and watching Yanker nodding encouragement, said with enthusiasm, “Bury them. Bury them right up in our dad’s field?”

“That’s it, Blade. Not too deep mind. About a hand’s depth. And be sure to plant ’em early.”

“Our dad says….”

“Enough of the dad stuff, Blade. Don’t you go telling your dad a thing about this. Keep it a surprise.”

“Blade? Why d’you keep calling me Blade?” 

“Well what’s a blade like?”

“Meant to be sharp.”

“Meant to be sharp.” He slapped him on the back. “Exactly! There’s your answer.”

Brone’s look darkened, but the inclination to deliver a sharp slap in reply, dissolved on seeing Yanker’s grin broadening and with a smile slowly spreading in accompaniment, he drew himself up to full height, the proud young owner of a new special name. From then on, that special name, Blade, just seemed to stick.

Yanker had asked him later that year how the stone planting had gone? Blade told him he’d carried out his instructions, “And our dad didn’t spot me doing it.”

“That’s it. Just keep it between us. Don’t go, ‘our dadding’ about any of this.”

“No Dowin I won’t.” 

Sorry to be confusing, but Dowin’s nickname Yanker came a little later. Blade was entirely the reason for it, but never knew it. Having said that, he did get a bit of an inkling a few years down the line as you’ll get to hear later in the story.

I might as well tell you now how it happened. It was like this. A fishing trip was organized the following spring in the pool scoured out by winter floods up at Blade’s, just upstream from that stony beach he’d referred to. They’d done their best to get Donda interested, but she’d had one of her moods on, not helped by smelly breath and an angry looking boil on the side of her nose.

“Fine as sunshine one day,” Yanker had mused, “Black as thunder the next. That’s girls for you.” They’d sorted out the pick and shovel from Pa Blade’s hut, but were stopped in their tracks by the booming “Where d’ya think you’re going with those?” He was a big man with a big voice.

Erdi explained the fishing notion and the need to dig out worms from the midden.

“Just you mind how you go with that shovel!” he warned. It was an ox-blade. “You break it? You replace it!”

Unlike you today with your iron implements, there was nothing available like it back then. Bronze was too valuable to make a shovel out of. A knife, a scythe, a shaving blade, an axe-head, yes, but not the humblest of outdoor tools. They made do with an antler pick and shoulder blade shovel. Any animal’s shoulder blade could of course be put to use, but the ox-blade was huge and held a kind of magic. We’re talking top of the range here boys.

As now, oxen were revered not only for their strength, but also for the fact they were probably the deciding factor whether you were going to make it through the winter or not. How else would heavy ploughing get done? The larger horses, same as you have today, had made an appearance, but were not available to humble farming folk. So just as now, barren sheep and fattened swine were butchered and salted down to last the winter. Oxen, however, were better kept alive as long as possible – working, breeding and revered. Consequently, if you broke your last ox blade shovel there could be quite a wait for the next. This one sported a long wooden handle.

Now it just so happened that shortly after excavations had begun on the midden, Blade came out in a sweat and doubled up in pain he’d wheezed, “Bad guts!”.

Now I hope you don’t mind this next bit ladies, said the Teller, but I’ll have to relate it on account of it being true.

Erdi said, “Nip behind that bush there, Blade,” He’d instantly realised the cause of distress, having got wind of the problem earlier.

Yanker gave Erdi a nudge and when Blade had got himself round the shrub to shuffle himself into a suitable posture, the shovel was stealthily offered under the foliage ready to receive. No wonder he’d suffered such discomfort! Out wormed a seemingly endless steaming mound to be proud of. Deserved a flag planting in it. The shovel was quietly yanked back and its cargo hidden in the midden. No point wasting it.

Blade, tidying himself up a bit, turned to inspect and admire. He gasped, looked around puzzled, peered inside his gusset, moved aside to see if he was standing in it, then stood there scratching his head. 

Appearing from around the bush, he said in almost a whisper to his two friends, who could hardly keep their faces straight, “It’s the strangest thing.”

“What is Blade?”

“I’ve just done an absolute whopper back there, but it’s gone! Can’t find it.”

Joining him as if in search, Yanker suddenly chimed, “You know the answer don’t you, Blade?”

“No. What?”

“You Blade, my friend, have done one of those specials.” 

“Well of course. Our dad says -----” He paused. “Special yes, but in what way do you mean special?”

“I’ve heard tell of such things, Blade. It’s those little people. They’ve got a nose for those specials. Once they’re on the scent they’re in like a flash! Before you can turn round the little devils have made off with it.”

“Whatever for?”

“To make a Brownie, of course!”

Erdi, still in pretence of searching for the lost manure, clutched his sides simply aching from suppressed laughter.

How did Yanker have the ability to remain composed? Lowering his voice and looking around as if fearing an eaves dropper, he’d asked, “How’s that stone growin’ goin’, Blader?”

“Well alright I suppose.” said Blade. “But our dad says the worst of them seems to be over now. They appeared after the frosts, just like you predicted and I don’t want to seem ungrateful here, but they were in fact a bit of a disappointment. We took them to the side, out of the way before the ploughing, but there were nowhere near enough to finish that wall and no sign of those seeding stones I’d planted.”

“I’m genuinely sad to hear that, Blade. But be patient, planted stones tend to turn up in the end. They’ll turn up alright, you can be sure of that.”

Following Erdi’s retelling of the story, the nickname Yanker stuck like pine resin. The fishing trip by the way? It ended with them taking turns on the sturdy honeysuckle rope tied to an overhanging branch and swinging themselves with whoops and splashes into the freezing cold pool.

So taking you back to what I was relating earlier; it was a little later in the Spring of that same year when Erdi and Yanker happened to be on that mission of delivering the young girls, Vanya and Talia, up to Blade’s place to stay the night. They lived in hope of Donda being in the mood for a little suggestive banter, but it wasn’t Donda who first appeared, but Blade.

The Teller spoke in the voice now recognizable as Yanker’s, “Not looking your sharpest today, Blader. What’s the matter?”

His father had been in a filthy mood after ploughing up flat river stones in the small walled field and had asked how they’d got there.

“Didn’t tell him, did you?”

“Course not. It was bad enough I had to clear them up, let alone getting a thrashing for putting them there.”

Yanker put a consoling arm around him. “Didn’t work then. Strange that. Usually does.”

“Well, you did tell him they’d be certain to turn up.” Erdi said cheerfully. 

Yanker, flashing him a grimace, continued, “Tell him the Brownies put them there.”

“No. Our dad says, you only find Brownies in houses, not doing other stuff out in the fields.”

They all walked on up to the house and the girls were dropped off as arranged. Refreshed by a drink of Ma Blade’s elderflower juice, they had started to wend their way back down the path, when the unexpected sighting of Donda stopped them in their tracks, sending pulses racing. 

It’s not that she was a raving beauty, but you have to remember they were just young lads and she didn’t have much competition. It seemed strange she should just happen to be there for no apparent reason, other than for drawing a circle in the dust with a big toe. On being asked, “What are you doing?” she’d just laughed and said, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

The two lads wandered on slowly as possible, hoping to prolong the time in her company. Once beyond view of the palisade they experienced that strange nerve tingling feeling that surges through youths, when realising they are at last alone with the object of their fantasies and maybe, just maybe, that mysterious creature, visibly advanced towards womanhood, might at last be in the mood for the sort of banter they had in mind. 

When, however, instinct warned her she was being drawn a little too far along where their suggestive talk was leading, she sneered, “Don’t know why I’m even bothering with you two! Bet you young whelps don’t even know where babies come from!” 

Erdi was just about to assert that he certainly did, when a jab from Yanker silenced him.

“No we don’t Donda. We were hoping you could tell us.” His long blond hair, fine features and blue eyes widening with his smile of innocence, gave him quite a disarming, angelic look.

He had seemingly saved the day, for Donda relenting, took a deep breath and said, “WELL! You’re not going to believe it, BUT….” She started what they hoped would lead to her using her own generous assets as practical examples, but as their gentle coaxing went from, “Tell us,” eventually on to, “Show us,” with innate feminine instinct on full alert, she turned on her heel with, “You must be joking! Whelps!” and thwarted they watched the object of their boyhood fantasies disappear back up the path with head in the air.

“They take some understanding,” said Yanker scratching his head. “Look at her! Even those swinging hips seem to be laughing at us. She’s not even bright! It’s like girls get to have a bit of a practice of how to deal with men before they’re even born.”

Back at home the work had been going on apace and as they hadn’t gone to the same trouble as they would have had the house been for living in, the miniature version of a round house was completed by the following morning. No suggestion of a hearth of course.

Vanya and Talia were sent for and just before reaching home, were blindfolded. When these were removed, both just stared at the little house in astonishment. They approached cautiously in disbelief. Penda said, “It is for you, you know. It’s your birthday. Have a look inside.” 

Mara had spread reeds within and both their dolls lay awaiting. Of course, they loved it, played in it daily, chores and weather permitting and even wanted to live in it, but as it lay just beyond the palisade their wish wasn’t granted. 

Locals came to look and spoke in terms of surprise and admiration, but in their huddles later, shared the view that Penda’s little community must have gone quite mad. Strange therefore, that not long after, a few followed the example, creating playhouses for their children and were openly quite proud, as if having dreamt up the notion themselves.


	

Chapter Four

The Teller looked at the eager faces staring up at him and said, Now I need to tell you a bit about Mardi. I see we have a few more in the audience. He again sketched out details for the newcomers.

One day, Mara, who I explained was Erdi’s mother, stopped him mid-stride by asking, “Have you forgotten you’ve a brother? He must feel left out with you dashing off exploring with your cousin at every opportunity. Mardi worries me. It’s not right to be so self-absorbed every day. He needs to have some fun. Why can’t you take him with you sometimes?”

Erdi said he would, but envisaged it curtailing their escapades somewhat. He remembered how his brother had done his best to follow them when just an infant. They had teased him, climbing a tree leaving him stranded below. He yearned to be big like them laughing and joking up in the branches. Later when seeing the sadness on his little brother’s face, Erdi enfolding him with a comforting arm, led him, explaining it was quite a way, but at the end of the walk there would be a special moment. 

The path led to a portion of the stream they often played in and Mardi arrived proudly riding on his brother’s shoulders. On a lazy bend there was a shallow pool, scene of numerous games and beside it stood an ancient willow, its draped branches gently moving in the flow. The daring angle of the trunk, which age had riven like the hull of a boat, made it particularly easy to climb, thus its name, the Easy Tree. Erdi holding his brother’s hand, led him carefully up to where years of coppicing had left the perfect secret space to sit and dream, as the waters and wildlife carried on regardless below. Once there, Mardi was told he was now special. He had climbed his first tree. The young lad’s eyes had widened in disbelief at now being considered ‘big,’ like his brother and cousin and he’d absolutely glowed with happiness. He asked Erdi, could they always come back? Always return to the Easy Tree. “Promise? Even when we’re grown up?” Erdi gave his solemn promise.

Doing his mother’s bidding he now went looking for him, but having no success, asked Vanya where he might be. She told him, “He often likes to sit alone in my playhouse.” Sure enough there he was on his own in the gloom.

“What are you doing sitting in here in the dark, Mardi?” 

“Watching the sun, Erdi.”

This was worrying. “But there’s no sun in here, Mardi.” He crawled in and put an arm round him.

“There look.” He pointed to a patch of light on the floor. “I watch it move.”

“Mardi I’m going with Yanker to pick watercress. There should be some down in the slow stream by now. Why don’t you come with us?”

“What if it’s not true, Erdi?” 

“What’s not true?”

“Sun going down in the sea, getting colder and colder.”

“Mardi, people have seen it.”

“But our sun goes down behind the hills. There can’t be a different sun for everyone. I know the sun gets cooler and cooler so we get the shorter, freezy days. The thing is though, do our gifts to those spirits actually work? All that sacrifice before every winter feast?”

“Dear me, Mardi. This is serious stuff you’re worrying yourself about. Paying our respects to a miracle that happens every year seems to work. Don’t you enjoy the Fire Feasts? They’re good fun. Everyone’s happy. The new sun begins its progression back along the horizon heating the days up.

Everyone goes away with a feeling of hope. Warmer days are on the way.”

“Yes I know what happens. The new sun comes up way over on Hill of the Eagle and goes back towards winter, sinking beyond the Skreela hills, but what if it did it anyway?”

“Mardi be careful! That’s dangerous!”

“But I’ve been watching it Erdi. I think it does.”

“But that would mean we’re making all those sacrifices for nothing. I often make a wish myself. Only giving up tiny scraps, but it seems to work.”

“But we all toil so hard just to live Erdi, without throwing what bit we’ve got left into the water.”

“I know, father says we work harder to gain less and less. Ten baskets of fish used to get us one rond, now it’s twenty.”

“Why don’t we just hide the sacrificial bolts and ronds, say nothing and see what happens?” 

They sat in silence for a while. Sounds of the women talking and laughing drifted up from the stream, meaning it was washday. From over by the sty, energetic squeals and grunting indicated feeding time. 

“But I believe in those spirits, Mardi,” Erdi said at last.

“There can still be spirits. But the sun might not need them.”

“How else do you explain what happens?”

“Something inside me says there’s an answer. I get these feelings. They scare me sometimes.”

“Don’t you dare say a word about any of this, Mardi. It’s dangerous. Come on let’s go and hunt watercress. It doesn’t move very fast.”

Mardi smiled.

“We can have it with bread later. Doesn’t taste of much does it, until a good chew brings out that lovely burning flavour. Come on Mardi,” he coaxed. “It worries me thinking of you sitting alone in the dark.”

“Erdi? Tell me the Zak story again.” 

“Which one, there’s lots.”

“The last one. Zak and Big Hendi. Where he shoots Big Hendi’s hair off.”

“Will you come with us if I do?” 

Mardi nodded.

“Are you sitting comfortably?” His young brother nodded again, wriggling in anticipation.

The Teller looked down and asked, And are you all sitting comfortably? Then I’ll begin.

“Many years ago, Mardi, there was a giant in our valley called Big Hendi. He was built like a mountain and so strong he could pull up trees and brandishing one as if as light as a sword, could scare off an army of the bravest warriors. The Lord of the Hill and all his men could do nothing about it when Hendi took it in mind to go on the rampage. He’d stomp up there at night, step over the walls as if not there, shake their houses until teeth rattled and blow in through doorways sending ash and dangerous sparks everywhere. He stole their sheep to eat and they could do nothing but ask the spirits for help. They were wasting their time, however, for the spirits thought the people up on the hill were vain and greedy and refused to help.

Now the king had a beautiful daughter and promised that, whoever stopped Big Hendi scaring folk and munching their sheep, could have her hand in marriage. Even the bravest of the brave were too frightened to help. All except one young man. He was fairly new to the area, went by the name of Zak and had proved himself to be the best with the slingshot in the whole valley.”

“Like you, Erdi.” Mardi loved and admired his big brother. 

“It was a rare thing, Mardi, for even though Zak was not one of the lord’s chosen warriors, he was authorised to wear a sword. The concession had been awarded by another chieftain out of gratitude for the valiant services rendered to him and his people. This rankled with the lord up on the hill, but having made enquiries, the news came back, Zak had every right to bear such arms, which in these circumstances also conferred on him the romantic notion, he could even be some sort of prince.

So when Zak announced he would do battle with the giant, the lord on the hill was more than a little pleased thinking, that would surely be the end of him and the ticklish problem of a foreign upstart wandering around armed with a weapon he had not personally authorised. Everyone else of course thought Zak was mad and not long for this world. But Zak wasn’t stupid. Oh no. First he realised he needed to go in search of information---- find out more about Hendi, such as where did he live? He trudged all the way up to the house of the Earth Mother.”

Mardi said with enthusiasm, “We’ve got an Earth Mother Erdi! You told me about her.”

“No this one’s different and lived up in the far-off hills where the big river starts. Some people said she was born way back at the time of the great flood. Anyway, she liked Zak and admired his bravery. She said she would ask the help of the little people, but warned him they would only lend a hand if he proved he was not a vain man like those living in the big fort up on the hill. 

Zak made his way up to their magic pool where it was said they often danced at night. He had a dagger. A beautiful dagger. It was one of the most important things in his life. He was about to throw the dagger into the pool as a sacrifice to the spirits and the little people, when an idea struck him. He took a rock and broke the knife so that it was useless, proving that even though he valued this above most things, he was willing to smash it and offer it into their watery realm to show his humility and respect for their nether world. Also of course, if it ended up in the wrong hands, something malignant, it couldn’t be used against him. 

The spirits were impressed by this sacrifice and decided to help Zak. They sent out the little people who found where Hendi lived. They sneaked up and spied on him. Then they reported back to Earth Mother. They’d found out Big Hendi’s secret. They had watched him in his cave woefully holding a clump of hair that had parted company with his head. “I’m losing my strength!” his roar making the hills shake. Hendi’s strength was in his hair. Without it he would go all big and floppy.” 

Mardi laughed and even though he knew the story, couldn’t wait for the next bit.

“Earth Mother told Zak how to find the giant’s cave and said he would know he was getting close as the trees would be bigger than normal and even some of the animals might appear to be a bit on the large side.

Zak took three pieces of flint and napped them that sharp and flat you could almost see through them. He went along the river that led up to the cave where the little people had told Earth Mother, Big Hendi lived. Sure enough the trees were bigger than normal, the deer were massive and Zak marvelled at the size of a frog hunched down by the stream. It was the biggest frog he’d ever seen in his life. There had to be something in the water.

He watched and waited. He waited three days, living off hefty trout and massive bunches of juicy watercress. At last, on feeling the ground trembling, he knew his patience had been rewarded. It was big Hendi approaching. As he drew closer, rocks fell out of the cliffs and trees quivered. Zak took his sling and the three sharp stones and walking out into the open, planted himself on the path in front of Big Hendi, to shout, “Not so fast, Big Hendi!”

He looked so small that the giant had to stoop to see him properly and with his adversary being so puny, Hendi put hands on hips, threw back his head and roared with laughter. “HA! HA! HA!” Laughter so loud all the birds took to the air in fright and deer ran into tree trunks. The only thing not to take fright was the giant frog, who seeing things were getting interesting, shuffled up behind the giant hoping to get a better view.

“You have to stop your sheep snatching!” shouted Zak.

Hendi laughed, until silenced by one of Zak’s stones that zinged through the air cutting one side of his hair clean off. It fell to the ground and lay there like a small hay stack. Hendi was mighty angered, but his attempt to reach down and snatch up Zak, was stopped by the second stone, that hummed, rotating, shooting the other side of his hair off. Another step and the third rendered him completely bald apart from hair at the back that dropped off in shock, completely covering the frog. At the sight of the very last vestige of his strength making a break for it, hopping towards the stream, the big bald giant broke down in tears. Zak almost felt sorry for him as he cried white ravines through the dirt on his face. Zak told him he would ask the lord up on the hill if Big Hendi could be forgiven, but he’d have to start being a good giant. He could do things like clearing the forest to give the people more farmland. Once he’d grown his hair back of course. In payment, Hendi would be given food. The grateful people up on the hill would leave it in the valley for him. 

Hendi wiped his eyes. They shone blue when he smiled. He nodded with enthusiasm at Zak’s idea and Zak walked back down along the river and up the hill to the mighty lord to tell him what had happened, hoping to claim the hand of his daughter.”

With this Erdi started to crawl out of Vanya’s playhouse. 

“What happened next? Don’t go! What happened next?”

“Yes what happens next?” was called from the gathering sitting below the Teller. Well --- said the Teller--- Erdi said to his brother, “You know what happens next.”

“I know but I still like hearing it,” wailed Mardi.

“I’ll tell you a bit later. Come on. We’ll go and find Yanker.”

Mara returning from the stream with a huge basket of washing balanced on her head, paused and watched them go. She breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Erdi with Mardi under his wing, so to speak.

Later that evening Erdi spoke with his father about what he and Mardi had discussed earlier: the onerous expectation on the people to make significant sacrifices to hidden forces that supposedly had such a control over their lives. They talked out in the large open patch beyond the palisade so no spirits of tree or stream could overhear. They certainly didn’t discuss such dangerous notions in the house where the Brownie could be listening. Erdi said it was obvious that the sun and water gave them life, but what if?” He whispered, “What if it’s all just natural and would carry on happening whether we offered the bronze in sacrifice or not?”

Penda’s face had a craggy, wise look about it that didn’t seem that handsome on first meeting. The strength of the man in mind and limb added a magic ingredient, however, so that an allure began to radiate, making you wonder why you’d not seen how handsome he really was on first encounter. Chin stroking, he said at last, “A few of us have been thinking the same way. Nothing we say here should ever be repeated by the way. Swear to me.” 

Erdi gave his word and Penda continued. “It’s like many things. It is not as simple as it first appears. Firstly, if a few of us withdrew support, refused to sacrifice bronze, we’d be branded as traitors to the rest. They’d be stirred up into a mood of hate for having to carry our burden. Secondly there are plenty who’d like to see us turned off this golden piece of land so they could grab it. They wouldn’t care if what we said was right or wrong as long as they could benefit from our families’ destruction. And thirdly too many people rely on the structure of power that the miracle of the metal supports. There’s his little army supposedly there for our protection, then the poor trapped fools who work his fields feeling their future is guaranteed, but in reality, receiving only just enough to stay alive, then there’s his so-called Seer plus minions and finally, in a lesser way there’s us and others like us who have improved our lot thanks to the fact we’re rewarded for what we supply up there. I suppose it all started well enough, but people now resent the excesses especially now the eldest prince is approaching manhood. What the royal highness wants the royal highness gets, but it’s our toil and sweat that’s paying for it.”

“But we could get together, turn the lot of them out and start again.”

“I know, but it’s too dangerous. Speak to the wrong person, a betrayer and they could have you turned off your land before next sunrise. Or strung up like a bronze runner. It would need something really massive to change things. I’ve puzzled about it long and hard, but I can’t think for the life of me what it could be.”

Yet again, Erdi was asked to promise not to say a thing about what they’d discussed. “Not even”, said Penda “if someone tries to lure you with the bait of supposedly having the same viewpoint.” He wasn’t even to mention it jokingly to those his own age. And certainly not to the likes of Brone.

“Perhaps we could get Big Hendi to help us.”

His father, with a wry smile, said, “Yes. It would take something as momentous.”

The next day he and Mardi went bird nesting. Erdi had done his chores. He’d ground the wheat, lugged water in leather buckets dangling from the poplar yoke, rather than the way the women carried it and he’d fed the pigs. Having told Penda his plan, the rest of the day was his. Poor Yanker was stuck for the day, weeding one of the patches that had become infested.

Nesting, as you know lads, is one of the bounties of spring and will continue as long as you leave enough eggs to hatch for more birds to breed the following year. The early part of the season was over and eggs they’d left would have already hatched. Today, pigeons were in their sights. Not the eggs, but the squabs, to be carried back for fattening. Their journey took them north near swampy ground, the source of one of the local streams.

It wasn’t far, but far enough to relate the end of the Big Hendi story. “Now then where were we?” Erdi asked.

“Zak had shot Hendi’s hair off and was going back to marry the princess,” said Mardi eagerly.
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