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About the Author

Any reading the introductory material in the first book, were probably left wondering, why with such a love of history, I chose instead to read humanities?

Basically, I was young, London was absolutely rocking and I couldn’t wait to escape from a small town on the Welsh Marches. The University of Surrey offered a place via the clearing scheme and I jumped at the chance. It was before the Guildford campus had been completed and so, as strange as it sounds, Surrey University was at the time, in Battersea.

Back in those days, although I had 3 good A level passes and 8 O levels, the latter didn’t include a foreign language, a requirement stipulated by all universities offering a course in history. I was busy cramming for this when London called.

And as they say, ‘The rest is history.’

I didn’t burden the first book with this amount of detail, there was enough to explain as it was, but slipping it in now, clears that little matter up. 


	

Preface

As promised, the Teller returns to the Iron Age hill fort (Old Oswestry) to relate more details of Vanya’s life, plus how the original inhabitants of area between the present-day rivers Severn and Dee, coped with the incursion of those descending from the western hills, not only the first wave of liberators, but others driven out by the worsening weather at the end of the Bronze Age. 
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Introduction

As with the first volume of the Teller, this book deals with everyday struggles of surviving in the late Bronze Age, made all the harder by two tribes now occupying the same small realm. As with most tribal, or even national histories, what compelled them to venture beyond home territory was the desperate need for food and raw materials. In this case, wheat, barley and iron.

The Teller again relates all in a slightly tongue in cheek manner, with a few sparks of humour thrown in. 
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Prologue

As promised, I’m returning to relate more about the life of Vanya. This time I took the easier route, being conveyed up the Habren river as far as Amwythig. I called in quickly to hire a horse, but managed to slip away before being forced to accept hospitality in exchange for the usual. I know it’s my calling, but sometimes, I have to admit, maybe it’s age, but I just don’t feel like it. Just not in the mood. I’ll make up for it when I return the horse. 

But anyway, it’s just as well I left when I did, for there came such a surge from the mountains, it would not only have made my fording of the river impossible, they tell me it even washed an upstream ferry away. I took the long way round, but even so, had to wait for the waters to subside, costing me two days.

As usual, I feel nervous, especially as the first part of the tale has a fair amount of everyday detail; how two potentially hostile tribes struggled for survival in the same patch of territory and although bloodshed seemed imminent, eventually managed to negotiate a system fair to all. 

The wildest of those in the hill fort up yonder, would probably prefer it, if they had actually hacked lumps out of one another, but they will have to accept disappointment, for the basic background to the tale, even though not action packed, has to be explained otherwise none of the rest makes sense. I must try to think of a way of livening it up a bit, mind you, or it could mean an early exit, or a meeting with the water trough. What happens later in the tale should placate those of a more violent disposition.

That’s strange, the whole bastion looks different. So many people swarming over the lower slopes. Grand works must be underway. It’s quite amazing. At least half the community must be up there toiling away.

Oh here they come. My little welcomers. It really gladdens the heart to see such joy on their faces.


	

Part 1


	

Chapter One

“The Teller’s coming!” a small boy gasped. He had beaten his two friends up the long slope of the entryway, sprinting up the path, a brown straight line between the palisaded defences bristling atop the steep earth banking either side. He gulped enough air to shout again and eyes wild, face shining with sweat, he pointed down the valley. People stopped what they were doing and families emerged from dark interiors. Their thatched dwellings, virtually filling the bastion’s interior, were dotted about like massive burgeoning shaggy mushrooms and storerooms on their support posts had a jaunty look as if thoroughly pleased at having managed to sprout on what little ground remained.

Slowly a crowd gathered at the main east gate and the three boys raced back down the well-worn track to re-join their comrades escorting the Teller to his destination. Workers dotted on the mid-sections of the ringed defences stopped and stared. Some held iron picks, a few shouldered their iron-tipped wooden shovels, but the majority of men wielded trusty antler picks. Moving earth in the wicker baskets seemed to be a job for women and children. They all downed tools and descended like ghosts swelling the ranks of the young ones following the Teller’s horse as it plodded, head low, slowly ascending the narrow killing zone, its palisaded sides now crowned by watching faces.

The Teller was mildly surprised at the all the attention. Recognising the ruddy faced official waiting to greet him, he slid wearily from his horse not wanting to appear vaunted in his presence. The man offered a hand and beamed a practiced smile, not at him directly, but at an imagined distraction, just above eye level away in the middle distance. 

As he was led through the throng, all watched intently, silently peeling back to form a funnel. The sound of hooves’ dull plod on soft mossed turf receded as the horse was led away to food, water and stabling in the lee of the palisade and the Teller, hurrying a few steps, caught up with the official, briskly leading the way towards the main hall. When attempting to explain, bad weather had delayed him, the man had merely returned an impenetrable stare. Even details of the Habren ferry being swept away, had made no impact. With the hall entrance looming ahead, he decided, ‘Best keep a still tongue.’ 

Inside, with eyes gradually adjusting, came the slow realisation of the true enormity of the dining board. He had heard tell of it, apparently split from a forest giant and eying its girth dominating the whole width of the hall, he was filled with awe. Above, were the dark bulging shapes of hams, hung to cure along the length of a central beam and even higher, almost lost in the dimness, dangled looping strings of sausages and flitches of bacon. Central as always, a small fire had been lit, crackling expectantly, ready for the pile of logs to be heaved on later. 

A small trestle table, near the hearth, was laden with bowls and wooden platters in precarious stacks. From an adjacent rack hung flesh-forks, ladles, skewers, chains and hooks, their crusty blackening contrasting with the rosy glints reflecting off wicked blades dangling in readiness.

Now used to the gloom, the Teller spotted an opening, far side and guessed that to be where the aroma of roasting meat drifted from. It reminded him, he’d not eaten since sunrise. 

“We thought it would please you to be seated here.” The voice gave him a start.

I am truly honoured.

“Well of course. You wouldn’t have expected anything less would you?”

Before he could answer, that it wasn’t quite his way to be living in such high expectation of preferment, the man swept past him. A servant had appeared in the main doorway and was obviously now of greater interest than his reply. 

In truth he hadn’t known what to expect. On his previous visit he had felt apprehensive as to how his style of delivery would be received, but had sensed on that final eve of the telling, it and the tale itself had in fact been quite well appreciated. He felt quite overawed now, however, on seeing he had been raised in status, not merely offered food as had happened previously, but deemed worthy of a place at the chieftain’s dining board. He silently beseeched the spirits to grant him the gift of words powerful enough to warrant it. 

He was led across the central rise of the fort’s interior, all eyes following their progress to a strange shaped dwelling. It comprised of two circular huts joined by a central ridged roof. Below overhanging thatch there were the usual gullies to channel rainwater away, but where the central deluge would spout, was a water butt, mellowed at its leading edge by much usage and above the glisten of mud below, dark green moss gave way to a lighter hue, that blended in pleasantly with the pale riven front. It had been fashioned from a hollowed trunk, having a transom type board either end as would a boat. Eying it warily, the Teller wondered, ‘Was its generous girth there to accept those unfortunates who failed to meet the chieftain’s expectations?’ 

He couldn’t remember seeing it, or the strange double hut on his previous visit and glancing around, noticed many other things had changed, but his attention was sharply brought back to the entrance as knuckles on the sounding board, rapped an urgent order for those within to ready themselves. The two ducked under the protruding thatched porch and proceeded into the gloom. 

The couple had obviously been expecting him and both shot to their feet, smiled and gave hint of a welcoming bow. The woman, removing an apron, briskly patted to straighten the front of her skirt and her man spread an arm of invitation to approach the fire, the heart of the house. At this point, having observed all was in order, the official reminding the Teller, as one would a forgetful child, they were to meet again later, gave all a hearty farewell and headed towards the doorway. There was a discernible sense of relief as the three watched his departure, ducking back out to become fleetingly silhouetted against the sunlight. 

The Teller was led through the passageway into the adjoining hut and shown the section, curtained off for his exclusive use. His host, looking a little nervous, anxious to please, said he hoped everything would be found adequate and with a hint of a bow, retired. It was only now, the Teller thought he vaguely remembered the man, but seeing so many people on his travels, he couldn’t be sure. 

Against one curve of the wall stood a wooden bench, top burnished by nothing more than honest toil and dangling above, tools hung, neatly arrayed on a rack. There was a sharp pungency of cured leather and the hides hanging from beams led the Teller to surmise, the man of the house made his living by fashioning shoes. This was later confirmed, the man working in tandem with his eldest son, but apparently, the rest of his surviving children had moved on and now lived in various locations dotted about the valley. 

Drawing the curtain aside the Teller was mildly surprised to see all his belongings had arrived before him, neatly stacked by the wooden cot, awaiting snug beneath the curve of thatch. A bowl of water had been placed on a shelf and refreshing himself, he resisted the impulse to groan with relief as the liquid cooled his face. A cloth for drying had been left folded on the bed. The coverings, turned back in welcome, had that tight-straightened, neat look that only women seem able to manage. A wave of relief surged through him. Over the ensuing few days, he had no need to worry about where exactly he was to rest his head. It was good to be back.

He re-joined his hosts by the fire. The man apologised for not having drawn his attention to a detail of huge importance. The Teller was led back to be shown a section of the daubed wattle that could be opened by raising the locking bars; an escape route in the event of something always feared in a building such as this; the thatch catching fire. 

They returned to the hearth where a tasty bowl of hot pottage, slab of bread and horn beaker of sorrel barley-water had been put on offer. The liquid’s sour hint cut through his thirst and the food itself was surprisingly commendable. A stool had been made available and from where he sat it soon became obvious many eyes were watching from the doorway. There were muffled sniggers then outright laughter as one child, who had obviously been pushed, struggled to reverse his forward motion, being keen to regain concealment. The shoemaker shouted, but the shrieks of delight mingled with the merest zest of fear, suggested the man was quite a genial soul. 

“I’ll try and make sure that doesn’t happen again syr,” he said returning to his squatting posture.

They’re just children. They mean no harm. And please, there’s no need to call me, syr.

“Very well, syr. I’ll do as bid.” The man’s eyes suddenly widened and a troubled look darkened his brow. 

The Teller turned to see a tall slender figure, enrobed in light grey linen, who on meeting his gaze gave slight glint of fellowship and his ethereal air on approaching the hearth, bestowed an almost spiritual aura. All rose in greeting, but rather than stepping forward as did their guest, the hosts seemed more intent on shrinking into the gloom, as if keen to appear as inconspicuous as possible. The fact that the stranger’s white locks were constrained by the simplest of tight bronze circlets, identified him as the Seer. Being bearded made his blue glint of eye seem all the sharper.

Then came the thorny question, ‘Had he met this worthy gentleman on a previous visit?’ Logically he must have done, but as said, he encountered that many, from all strata on his travels, it was hard to say. Eying the man, he reasoned, ‘Surely, one such as this would be remembered.’ He could hardly ask, however. Slightly amused by the inner shudder, at imagining the look of affrontery at a previous meeting having been forgotten, he decided it best to say nothing and wait for a clue.

His mental debate was interrupted by, “I trust you have been made comfortable. Ah pottage I detect.” He glanced at the shoemaker’s wife, “Highly spoken of, I hear.”

The lady gave a nervous smile and bob of appreciation.

Turning to the Teller, “I thought you might appreciate a tour of the fortress to witness the grand programme being undertaken.”

The Teller thanked his hosts and left for an amble around the walls. It had been obvious on arrival, that the already substantial fortifications were being added to. A two-ring defence would soon be four. It was all very grand, but did beg the question, Why is the chieftain going to all this trouble when the existing banks and palisades are that impressive only a fool would command his forces to attack them?

The Seer smiled and answered, “I can trust you to be discrete?”

His enquiring gaze received an assuring nod.

“Well the answer to your question is threefold. Firstly, the work is being undertaken because there is the manpower and wealth to do it and secondly it is being done so hopefully, it won’t be needed. You look puzzled. I’ll explain. You see, on completion, when the mighty defences are looked upon with awe, which believe me they will be, no aspiring chieftain will dare pit his forces against them.”

On the verge of saying, ‘I thought that was what I just said,’ the Teller felt it wiser to keep a still tongue. Then on wandering further he remembered, You said earlier, the answer was threefold.

The Seer stopped, turned and with a conspiratorial squeeze of his arm said, “Now this is where I need your discretion.” He lowered his voice, “I must admit, I shouldn’t say it, but this massive undertaking is mainly a form of display, a personal statement of might and power. You have probably noticed similar works being carried out at other locations? Well this is intended to be bigger and better than every one of them.”

Without really thinking; his jocular reply of, “What? Don’t tell me he’s going to all this trouble, just so he can say, ‘Look at mine it’s bigger than yours,’” had escaped his lips. The words were out there, with no way of sucking them back in. The ensuing silence was intense and he felt the same horror as if having just stepped off a cliff edge. 

After some consideration, the holy man asked, “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Do you forget who you’re talking to? You shock me! You deride our chieftain, your host! A mightier man the sun has yet to shine upon! Have you lost all sense of propriety?” 

A long pause followed. This was not a good start to his visit. A deep colour and a feeling of panic were on the rise. Breaking the silence, faint noises of life carrying on as normal drifted on the breeze and at that precise moment he would have given anything to have been part of it. 

Eventually, however, the Seer’s glare softened, his eyes twinkled and he said, “But basically, yes you are right.” The Teller thought he even detected the man chuckling softly to himself and with a brief glance aloft, gave a silent prayer of thanks to the spirits. Also, at this point came the certainty; no, they hadn’t met previously. The empathy felt was a first-time experience, an instant bond not easily forgotten, but he still reproached himself for not guarding his tongue. He might not be so lucky a second time. 

To gain a better view of the workings, they followed the walkway, in fact the fighting step, rear of the palisade that guarded one side of the entryway. Way below, using earth from the excavated ditches, two extra ramparts were being heaped up.. Between the original outer palisade and the first of the two new ramparts was a strange row of scooped-out hollows. The Teller resisted the impulse to enquire as to their purpose, thinking it best for now to maintain a low profile and let time heal his indiscretion. 

They returned to the fort’s interior, skirted the stone walled dwelling immediately to the south of the entryway and explored down the pathway, a twin to the one just ascended. More figures could be seen toiling on the new defences and between them and where they stood were five deep pits strung out in a row. Two men were hammering posts into the depths of the first.

What are those hollows for, asked the Teller no longer able to hide his curiosity; water?

“No not for water.”

Yes, now I look again, that would make the water as available to your attackers as it would be for those being besieged. So, are they building work huts?

The Seer smiled and called down, “Our honoured guest asks, are you building work huts?”

The men paused, looked up and one cheerily replied, “Huts yes, but not exactly for working in.”

Not for living in surely. Who would want to live down there?

“Them what don’t have no choice,” came the reply.

He doesn’t mean prisoners, surely? said the Teller.

“Well in a way yes.” The Seer called down, “Tell us. Who are you making such home comforts for?”

“Mister pig,” came the answer accompanied by a laugh.

“But there’s no way in or out!” 

“Yes there is.” The man was clearly enjoying himself and went on to explain, “We puts ‘em in when they’re little grunters and pulls ‘em back out when thaim big porkers. Soon after first frosts.” 

“Surely that’s difficult. Dangerous in fact.”

“Not once the spikers have finished with ‘em.” By way of demonstration, he put a clenched fist atop his colleague’s head and made as if to hit it with his hammer.

The Seer explained that sows would give birth to litters in sties soon to be built in the hollows, opposite side of the entryway and the young castrated boars and their sisters, surplus to breeding requirements, would be kept and fed in the deep pits below. Come winter, once dispatched, they’d be hauled up and butchered inside the confines of the fortress. A feast day to look forward to. It was calculated there would be enough cured meat, at each year end, to last through to spring.

The Teller shook his head and said, I must be truthful. If you had given me until the end of day, I would never have guessed pigs to be the answer. Water, work huts, some sort of shrine maybe, but nothing as mundane as pigs. But what happens in the event of a siege?

The Seer answered with a slicing motion across his throat. They continued their walk.

As they approached the main east gate, the Seer asked, “May I enquire what tale you will be treating us to this evening?”

Yes of course. It’s actually nothing more than a continuation of what happened to Erdikun and his family.

“You say, nothing more than just a continuation. I find them a most remarkable family. Their talents seemed to spring out, as if from nowhere. I have to admit I spent many a long year studying to gain the knowledge I have now. Some of my students will never achieve the standard required to be acclaimed as, ‘one who knows,’ yet Mardikun, seemingly with no formal training, had enough innate ability to be regarded as a Seer even to the point of being able to predict the darkening of sun and moon. I find that incredible.”

The Teller, realising this was what their little tour of the fortress had really been about said, I know it seems unbelievable, but such people do occasionally appear as if from another world. Don’t ask me to explain how or why, all I am relating is the tale as it was passed down to me. I have complete faith in the details being true, otherwise I wouldn’t relate it.

The Seer shaking his head sadly, said, “What a waste. What a sheer stupid waste. To tell you the truth, your description of his end, his murder, upset me for days after you left. It even gives rise to anger now, almost as if it happened only yesterday. What would I give to meet the likes of Mardikun?”

The two parted company and the Teller returned to his quarters, spending the rest of the afternoon on the bed that had looked so inviting earlier. It was the ideal place to relax and compose his thoughts for the coming evening.

The meal served later in the Great Hall was clearly in his honour and to his relief, was not a precursor to the grand affair he’d heard in full swing, on the inaugural night of his previous visit. The central hearth, with much bustle and urgency, was now being put to full use. Pots of various vegetables and relishes, sat black amongst the embers and above, merrily steaming, was the massive tribal cauldron. Surrounding the hearth, on their spits and spikes, looking disturbingly like roasting babies, glistened small plump carcases of various birds.

Broth was served in wooden bowls, but the cuts of pork and venison were eaten off slabs of bread as were the small roast birds that were seized with such relish. Salt to accompany the fare was passed down from a splendid bronze pot sitting in pride of place, centre board, before the chieftain. 

The Teller, sitting straight-backed, glanced either side at the men eating. They slouched and with elbows firmly rooted to the dining board, attacked hand-held food with repeated bobs of head, resembling some sort of automatic contrivance that had had its timing broken. Beer was drunk in copious quantities, but not by the Teller, always mindful of the need to keep his wits about him. He also declined the tempting confectionaries that arrived to be handed round on wooden platters. 

Those squatting around the room received broth, bread and beer, nothing more. The two royal hounds in fact were treated as if more vaunted, being thrown the odd tasty scrap, plus of course gristle and juicy bones. No swordplay followed; no trials of strength or girls dancing, but the official who had greeted earlier, arose from the vaunted place on the chieftain’s right, to give a short speech of welcome. It was obviously a task, oft performed, for on completion, came a confident smile in expectation of vocal support and he was not disappointed. Quite a roar in fact. One, even greater, followed the Teller’s short vote of thanks, leaving a rather rigid smile on the official’s face.

Hearing instructions for his platform to be hauled in, the Teller stood and asked, Considering it’s such a beautiful evening would it be in order for me to commence the tale from the fighting step of the palisade? 

This would allow the likely inclusion of women and children, meaning the tale could flower a little and move on from relating the mere procession of cattle raids, battles and gore so relished by his warrior audience. He preferred to describe, actual lives of their ancestors, tales handed down to him from long ago.

The chieftain smiled, nodded his ascent and they all filed out, following in order of rank to where the sinking sun shafting between the houses, threw shadows as if from giants sloping their way down towards the east gate.


	

Chapter Two

All settled in a half circle, below where the Teller sat on the fighting step of the palisade, his nonchalant air disguising how he really felt. A bench was provided for the chieftain, his lady and main dignitaries, but the rest either sat on the grass or if a grown man or wishing to appear as such, crouched into a comfortable squat. The Teller waited for the women to settle their children, before standing to thank them all for such a heart-warming welcome and added, I am quite humbled. He then raised his arms aloft as done on the previous visit and implored, Bring me magic. The magic of words. Grant me the magic of words to paint pictures in the minds of these good people.

Now if you cast your thoughts back, he began, you might remember that Erdikun had led the Y-Dewis horde down from western hills to do battle against the tyrant, Gardarm. Their mood had been merciless following the murder of Erdi’s brother, Mardikun. Gardarm, had at last received a fitting end and his corpse burnt, for the ashes to be cast into dark, bottomless waters lest any part of him should remain to taint the valley. What was left of his Seer was gathered up and unceremoniously given the same treatment.

The wild Y-Dewis were first welcomed as liberators and given shelter in the hamlets and outlying farmsteads scattered across the territory, but as you can imagine this only suited until the inevitable tensions began to creep in. There was a major difficulty of course, for other than sign language, they had no language in common. There were also differences in customs, beliefs, styles of dress and even some everyday things you don’t normally stop to think about. The people of these rolling hills and valleys were grateful for their liberation, but began to make noises to the effect, could the Y-Dewis now kindly return from whence they came? They couldn’t feed them forever and come the onset of winter, all feared the likely prospect of starvation. These warrior incomers, so wildly cheerful and powerful now took on a menacing guise, not helped by their passion for beer. 

With the heat of alcohol coursing through the system heightening desires, no woman felt safe. None ventured out unless accompanied by a strong protector or hunting dog. Hanner Bara, previously only mentioned in dark mutterings by the female sisterhood, suddenly took on iconic status, for she was a ready outlet for unwanted male attention and in fact, came to be jokingly regarded as a most valuable first line of defence. We all know the lengths men are prepared to go to for the hint of female company, well here was a woman not only happy to disport herself for their pleasure, but in fact for a small consideration, willing to offer her very body as a receptacle for their desires. 

There was a collective gasp from below, followed by low laughter from the men and shocked open mouthed, ‘Did you hear what he just said?’ looks exchanged in the female section. An attractive lady, recognised from his previous visit, returned the Teller a narrow-eyed look as if in judgement, but within was a gleam of suppressed mirth. 

A gentle palms-down motion, brought calm and they settled for him to continue. Even their hunting dogs, with their wolf-guard collars bristling vicious spikes, proved menacing. If these weren’t bad enough to evoke dark mutterings and avowals of imminent action, there were the goats. The odd goat was obviously kept by the locals for its milk, but the Y-Dewis brought herds of the things, down from the mountains, eating everything in sight. To cap it all the Skreela as the Y-Dewis were referred to when out of earshot, even commandeered a prime plot to sow some strange crop they weren’t willing to share knowledge of. A crop you could neither eat nor turn into linen. Seeds were scattered from pods and as the plants flourished, blooming yellow, the locals, under threat of a beating, were ordered away from the very piece of land that had once been their own. 

The Skreela chieftain, his family and tribal elders settled themselves on a spread of the most fertile land. It lay to the north of the fortress and had been tended for the exclusive benefit of the previous rulers by the wretches in thrall to them. A brook ran nearby, easing fear of drought and those who had slaved for the old regime now slaved for the new. The incomers had no tradition of living in hillforts and so other than having the one now in their possession, cleared of corpses and debris in readiness for ceremonies, tribal meetings and the regular market, for the most time it was left unoccupied. They did of course maintain the defences, appreciating having such a readymade refuge, plus they scoured the interior for Gardarm’s legendary bronze hoard, but try as they might, found no sign of it. 

Where we sit now, said the Teller, was virtually abandoned. Oh, I forgot. They did find one unexpected item of interest when clearing the place, but I’ll tell you the details later. He was also itching to add, the Y-Dewis, sensibly, had an aversion to living in a place with no immediate source of water, but didn’t dare; remembering the warning he’d been given by the ruddy faced official, on his previous visit.

First, you need to know about ‘the fear.’ It had always been rumoured that the Skreela boiled the corpses of their dearly departed and ate the remains, but an even greater cause for horror spread like a monstrous panic across the valley. Nobody knows how these things start, but once they do, they fly like a contagion with no regard to plausibility. What if these incomers had brought the silent death with them? You will have all been told, that back in the dim mists of time, our ancestors settled here from far-off-lands beyond the sea. We came as farmers and were welcomed. We brought new ways but also respected the traditions and beliefs of those who dwelt here at the time. We even, it is said, revered and embellished their monuments, the circle stones. 

Then the silent death swept the land. The very people who had made us so welcome started to die, right before our very eyes. Nobody knew the reason why. Whatever it happened to be, the killer blight didn’t seem to affect us, just those native to these shores. They say for every two full hands of people, the Teller, closing both raised palms to leave just one forefinger erect, continued, only one survived at most. In some valleys all lay bloated and rotting, in others, a handful of those still clinging to life, emerged like the walking dead. The silent reaper had struck them also, but for some mysterious reason had not killed them. So, the fear was, did these Skreela now bring a new form of silent death with them? 

Yes, I know what you’re thinking, it’s irrational. The two tribes had already been inter-trading for generations; they met four times a year at the Feasting Site and on occasions even intermarried. So why would they suddenly be disease carriers? But the people were frightened and a frightened people are apt to believe anything. Panic was probably fired by the realisation they had ousted one lot of rulers, only to allow in a wild tribe that had the frightening potential to be even worse. As said, terrified folk tend not to think rationally and are ripe for being swept along on the strangest flights of fantasy. A few rose above those fears and suspicions, Erdi of course being one, but generally a sense of hysteria lurked ready to be sparked into acts of violence. 

With now belonging to neither side, Erdi and his family felt caught up in the centre of all this. He had initially been welcomed back a hero, but soon sensed the mood changing. Nobody was yet saying it to his face, but he could tell when folks fell silent at his approach, he had been the subject of discussion, with the implication being, all the problems had stemmed from him. Which in a way of course they had, but were they now suggesting, life had been better under the old regime? Better under the insane, Gardarm? Yes, he and Mardi had brought the knowledge of iron back with them from the south, but that knowledge would have eventually crept in anyway. Stopping it would have been like trying to hold back the tide or the spread of the silent death they all feared of late.

He and Vanya still felt extremely raw after the loss of Mardi and were drawn ever closer as a result. Their mother, Mara initially had her mind taken off the tragedy as she and Inga were fully occupied tending the wounded, not least the item of interest I referred to earlier, found when clearing the fort’s interior. Inga’s zeal was sharpened by the fact the work gave blessed relief of time away from her husband Dommed, who had become withdrawn of late. He hardly said a word, but when he did, his utterances were laced with bitterness.

Penda, who had always been the ruling voice of their small community was still actually there in person, but almost as if afflicted by the same doom-laden sickness invading his neighbour, was absent in spirit. Something had changed in the man and he often glowered alone beset by black moods he refused to talk about. At first, he seemed strangely oblivious to the loss of his youngest son, then one day, reality suddenly hit; Mardi would never be coming back. 

His hatred towards the former overlords seemed to transform into a loathing of all in power. To him, they were all the same. Then when told his family no longer had exclusive fishing rights, awarded way back in the time of old Tollan’s first arrival in the valley, he seemed to go into rapid decline. 

The Y-Dewis chieftain had declared, the fish belonged to everyone and despite Dowid, Erdi’s uncle if you remember, vehemently reasoning against it, the ruling stood. Dowid had argued, that without proper management there would soon be no fish left to fish, but it had fallen on deaf ears. He didn’t heap blame on Erdi, the one indirectly responsible for their massive change of circumstances, he wasn’t the type, but did say he couldn’t see the point of battling on. With the future being so uncertain and with his son Yanker now living with the tribe that ruled from Y-Pentwr, he declared, he and his family might as well move east to join him. 

Mara, absolutely distraught at this decision, implored her sister-in-law to reason with her husband, but to no avail. Erdi did his best to coax his uncle to reconsider, reminding him of hunting trips; their little encounters regarding fish over at Five Pools and down on the Habren, but even with those memories drifting back, it brought naught but a faint smile. He was asked, ‘Had he forgotten how they had laughed? How their sides had ached at the hilarity of their first attempt at capturing young boar?’ 

“Yes, fond memories,” he had answered, “but those days are over now. You’ve got new lords to bow to and I can’t see much good coming from it. Maybe they will rise you high, you who have lived amongst them, inciting them to topple that madman, but will they really favour you? What sort of leader rewards one who has brought such good fortune to his tribe, by taking away his family’s established rights? Did the man not realise, those who manage the pools are none other than your father and uncle?”

Erdi of course, had also been stunned by the injustice and replied with no great conviction, “When he made that particular pronouncement, I’m not sure he realised he was punishing the very one who had helped him most. That’s another reason why I need you here. I feel isolated. Your support would help right wrongs such as this. They have to understand our ways of working here. I’m worried, Dowid. If we don’t sort out a system soon there’s bound to be more bloodshed.”

“Look Erdi, no man could have tried harder to reason with them. Yet where did it get me? They just stared back, blank faced and I was given the beggar’s farewell. Couldn’t even get to see the main man himself.”

“With you here Dowid, a voice of authority and common sense, I could assemble a group to apply pressure when needed. If enough of us stood together they would have to listen.”

His uncle’s mind was made up, however. He and his family were soon to leave and that was that. 

At this point Dommed happened to make a gloom laden appearance. Dowid eying him, turned to Erdi and gave a look of, ‘Need I say more?’

Their intended destination, the bastion that became known to the locals as, Y-Pentwr, was not the title its actual occupants used. Y-Pentwr was a cymry term which when translated meant, the pile or heap. It referred to a prominent hill that rose abruptly from flatlands southeast of Habren Ford. As you know people often have irreverent terms for their neighbours as regards such things as eating preferences and sometimes even have jokes about them being hilariously stupid and so when their neighbours began assuming elevated notions, based largely on their lofty location, someone came up with the name, The Heap and it stuck. Although taken for granted now, nobody would have guessed back then, that the seat of power for all surrounding territories including your own, would be located there. Also the name Y-Pentwr, as I said, a cymry term, is a good illustration of how the two languages, even at that early stage, had begun to intermingle, eventually becoming one. 

Going back to domestic troubles besetting Erdi, they didn’t end with his father’s black moods and his uncle’s imminent departure. If you remember, the third family there was dominated by Dommed, who was not only now a changed man, but openly hostile. When not in Dommed’s presence, his wife Inga and daughter Talia were like their old selves, but as soon as he appeared, their manner changed completely, for basically, they were petrified of him. To add to the prickly atmosphere, Penda and Dommed were barely on speaking terms. Their once close community was fast resembling a garment coming apart at the seams.

He felt extremely worried about the strain this was putting on his wife, Gwendolin. Basically, apart from Erdi’s family, all those settled west of Elsa’s ridge were strangers to her. From her brief time living amongst them, she knew the Y-Dewis better than these who supposedly, were her own people. At first, some of her old Y-Dewis friends came calling, but Penda soon put a stop to that. Although lonely, she found her own company preferable to being drawn into family friction, but the feeling of isolation had turned her into a wraith-like figure and that beautiful light no longer glowed in her eyes. She knew Erdi was valiantly shielding her from the worst of his fears regarding inter-tribal wrangles, but stories leaked back and she never dared venture alone beyond the palisade walls. 

Those fears and tensions seemed to blow in on the wind and the threat of violence lurked just below the surface of all tribal interactions. It would only take one small incident for it to erupt. Erupt and shower fire and destruction like those legendary mountains in far off lands. Then the blame would be laid at her husband’s door. 

Erdi also worried for his son, Deri. He was still only tiny, but somehow had caught the mood of the place. His tottering approaches to his grandfather had received nothing but growls and one day, looking up with a worried look, he’d asked his father, “Why Dommed not like me?” The tiny lad, who should have been out playing in the sunshine, instead wore a look of constant worry and followed his mother about like a new-born lamb. A number of times when returning for something forgotten, she’d almost tripped over him and then had had to chide herself for the angry outburst at him always being underfoot.

Then grandma Vana went missing. They looked for her everywhere. Night was descending fast and the mood was becoming desperate. Clouds were billowing up in the west and they gave little for her chance of survival without shelter. It was Vanya, who on impulse, walked up to the ancient cairn and found her. The cairn was a relic of the old religion, but their family still made use of it. The remains of Tollan and Mardi had been interred within. Also, all those tiny mites ‘that had not managed to stick,’ as the saying went, in an attempt to put a brave face on infant mortality. 

At first when drawn towards a shape lying in the grass below the mound, it seemed too minute to be a body. It looked no more significant than a discarded item of clothing. But it was in fact Vana. She gently touched the old lady’s cheek expecting her to stir, but the skin was cold, almost clammy to the touch. Vanya, spotting the tiny wooden box her grandma still clutched, managed to, very gently, prise it free. On sliding the lid, she saw it still held a lock of Mardi’s hair. The first of his curls Mara had clipped off as a keepsake. Then, those being happier times, Penda had whittled the box to contain it. 

Vana was cremated and her bone fragments placed in a funerary urn. This was interred alongside the ashes of her late husband. It felt as if their once charmed community was now blighted. 

When after what was considered a respectful period following such a death, Dowid and Morga announced they were finally departing. An immovable sense of futility and emptiness descended. All were tearful, but there was no last change of heart, their minds were made up. Erdi asked, to please give his cousin Yanker his best wishes and to say he was desperate for his help. Watching them leave he felt completely isolated and wondered what he had unleashed. They hadn’t said it, but their leaving was a direct result of what he had set in motion.

Then into this mood of desolation rode prince Bonheddig and the reason for his visit didn’t lift their spirits any. He was of course pleased to see Vanya, which was mutual, but after her initial thrill at his unexpected arrival, came the slow realisation, something had changed. With Erdi’s status now raised to that of, honorary warrior, she was now deemed a worthy match for the young prince, but she could just sense, something was not right. 

With him having two elder brothers he was not expected to rise to the title of Y- Dewis leader, thus was spared the obligation of a royal marriage. These were usually arranged as contracts between tribes, rarely becoming love matches, but regarding his marital intentions, although not requiring a contract, there were still certain prerequisites to be met and he carried the burden of one of them with him that day. 

This is what Vanya had sensed all along. She knew something had changed. It didn’t seem right at all. Pulsing with apprehension, she listened as Erdi translated parts not fully understood, but the conversation had just gone round and round to nowhere in particular. She guessed the ramble was to soften the blow of what was to come. Or perhaps the prince was too nervous to deliver that blow. Finally, plucking up courage and with heart pounding, she dared ask, “Alright, you’d better tell me. What’s the matter?”

Heddi, with colour slowly deepening, attempted to pick through the logic and somehow dress up the reason for having been sent.

“You’ve been sent!” said Vanya with alarm. “You didn’t just come here to see me, you were sent?”

Unfortunately, although the tribal elders had been highly entertained by the story of her miraculous rescue from the ends of the earth, the details of the saga now raised certain prickly questions and before endorsing her fitness to partner a prince of their realm, they wanted answers. They requested, she present herself and explain what exactly had gone on when in the clutches of the Tinners. 

By this time Penda and Mara had appeared and were listening. Also Dommed hovered, sniffing a chance to add to the family’s woes. 

Vanya, affronted and stunned to the point all colour draining from her face, felt her mind reeling in confusion. Over time she had found a way of shutting out the horror of her ordeal, but now here was the very man she hoped to marry, digging it all up again.

Heddi felt ashamed at having to ask, but said the task had been forced on him by his father, Gwenithen, bolstered by insistence from tribal elders and his two elder brothers. You know the sort of adviser, said the Teller. They say in that weaselly way, “You don’t think we enjoy doing this do you? We are only thinking of you. Of the integrity of the tribe.” Also, the two princes weren’t exactly enamoured by the fact their young brother was about to marry a girl of natural beauty, while they were expected to suffer a lifetime of misery, each bound to a woman they would never have picked, if given the choice. 

Heddi looked aghast at the impact his request had made. It had hit like a body blow and couldn’t have been worse, had he loudly proclaimed, she was not worthy of him. With the nightmare reeling once more in Vanya’s mind, her eyes stared wildly and feeling entirely helpless, she was unable to prevent the returning trauma from burgeoning into an uncontrollable fit of shaking. Mara, her stern look blazing fire, flicked a sign of dismissal in the princes’ direction. No respect for rank or status, he was to leave and be quick about it! She tenderly enfolded her daughter and led her back inside the house. 

When Dommed, with a finger pointing meaningfully at his nether regions, chose this moment to sneer, “Huh! No need to ask what went on down in those southern parts!” Penda went for him with a knife and if Erdi hadn’t been quick off the mark, would have buried it deep into the man’s guts. He managed to pull them apart and with voice shaking, uttered, “Say one more word and I’ll knife you myself!” 

At this Dommed glared, but thought better of putting it to the test. Their once happy community had fallen apart. Erdi felt he could now no longer look on his neighbour without a loathing rising from deep within. What had changed the man so drastically? Or had this bile, now so obvious, always been there without him realising. Perhaps an insane jealousy had always lurked beneath the surface and until recently he’d managed to mask it.

Erdi went inside to comfort his sister and then wandered around to the barn to sit in the gloom and think.


	

Chapter Three

Now, said the Teller, that’s got all that stuff out of the way and I bet you have that itch of wonder, wanting to know what that item of interest was. The one they found when clearing the fort. Clearing all the dead and debris. Well to do that I’ll have to take you back to the day after it fell to the invading forces. This is way before Dowid and family had left, by the way. 

Remember this was back in those early days of delirium. The hated regime had just been toppled and not much thought was given to the question of, ‘where shall we go from here?’ Men of both tribes worked together sweating out the previous night’s beer and cider. It had been quite a celebration. The huts damaged during the battle had been completely laid waste in a drunken frenzy. Now all needed clearing up. Serviceable timber was stacked for future use and the debris was added to a huge pyre heaped on the Arrow Field below the fortress. 

Women, as they do, continued tidying after the men had considered the job finished. They also assembled neat piles, stacking weapons and missiles, found strewn across the battle ground. If you remember, Mara and Dommed’s wife, Inga, were amongst those attempting to bring order to the chaos. The corpses were stripped of anything useful and carted down by the men to be flung into the furnace. It was rumoured that a small number still clung to life, but this was mercifully snuffed before they too were swung up into the flames. The old order was going up in smoke and the sweet smell of burning flesh wafted up as a reminder to Erdi, that he alone now shouldered the responsibility for his people. 

Those in power, those normally turned to in times of trouble, had been wiped out and apart from himself and Trader, not one of the tribal elders spoke the Y-Dewis’ language. Even if in command of such, none had had any previous direct dealings with the incomers or anyone else above village level for that matter and so in those early days were unlikely to have made a scrap of difference. Thus the reason for Erdi’s haste, on hearing a commotion from over by one of the storage pits. 

At last we’re getting to it, said the Teller with a grin. A wounded man had been hauled from the depths and those doing the hauling were keen to add him to the inferno. The warrior was barely conscious and looked close unto death. Even though bloodied and filthy Erdi recognised the man and ordered those encircling to move back and give him air. He had no real authority other than the power of his demeanour, yet after an uneasy pause, they did as instructed. For the moment, it brought a stay of execution.

“We’ve been ordered to spare no-one,” a ferocious looking Y-Dewis warrior said at last, looking anxious to get on with the task. 

Erdi gently pushed grey hair back from the prone man’s face. Yes, it was the crusty old officer who had fairly judged the slingshot competition years before and had also, so nearly intercepted them on the Habren. 

Erdi looking up, reasoned, “Believe me, this is a good man,”

The crowd suddenly parted and the Y-Dewis chieftain, Gwenithen himself, stood with arms folded, surveying the scene. 

Erdi repeated, “Believe me. Believe me, Sire this is a good man. Has there not been enough killing?”

After a long pause the mighty Gwenithen replied, “A commendation coming from the likes of you, I trust. Take him out of the sun and let the women tend his wounds. If he survives and can walk, he then has two days without let or hindrance to be from these valleys.” Thus said, he left, returning to his carousing with a few chosen colleagues.

On Erdi’s instruction, a section of wattle was brought over from a mound of debris and the old warrior gently laid upon it. Once safely in a hut’s cool interior, he dared leave to go in search of his mother, hoping the magic of a woman’s touch might save the man.

Mara didn’t need asking twice and dropping everything, strode over, dress rustling, to see if she could assist. While she and Inga, carefully peeled back clothing to assess the damage, Erdi was dispatched to fetch her medicine basket. 

Having made use of one of the fleetest Y-Dewis’ ponies, he was relieved to see on his return, the man still clung to life. His plight had attracted a third helper, a Y-Dewis woman. How fast the mood to slaughter can turn to one of compassion. She looked as concerned as Mara, regarding the old warrior’s plight, which was fairly understandable, for as sweat poured from reddening flesh, his eyes stared wide, as if in horror of being cooked from within. 

Speed was of the essence. The basket’s contents were rummaged through and they managed to force an infusion of willow bitter-bark into him. There were other medicinal preparations available extracted from plants such as yarrow, ivy, vervain, blackthorn and elder, but in the short-term, cooling waters seemed the best remedy to calm the fever. 

The new addition to the ladies’ of mercy, was introduced as Brialla. She was quite tiny, but had a proud, confident air and despite her lack of stature had a glare and tongue, sharp enough when riled, to put the mightiest man in his place. Erdi recognised her and remembered her ability to do exactly that from his time up in Y-Dewis territory. The glow of red when the sun caught her auburn hair should have been warning enough. He couldn’t remember details of her man, other than he was of warrior class, plus there was vague recollection of a brother, close to or maybe even one of the ruling-elite. He had a feeling the old warrior, in the care of these three, now had a fighting chance of recovery. Even if the man had been fully conscious, he could not have imagined what he had helped set in motion. Erdi left them to it.

While all remaining wreckage was being dismantled, for stacking or burning, he took the trouble to survey the storage facilities. What he saw gave cause for both shock and worry. A number of the pits had been neglected, with their contents barely fit to feed to the pigs and on examining what they called ‘the dry stores,’ raised up on their wooden supports, he found at least half had been left to rot and were basically no more use, than for adding to the pyre billowing plumes of smoke below. 

Those so recently revered and exalted, those who had impressed, as if in full control and beyond reproach, in reality had been criminally complacent and neglectful. Pomposity and exclusion of those likely to see the truth had masked the fact they had forsaken the most fundamental of their responsibilities; upkeep of facilities essential for survival. Bronze had been exacted in tribute from the people and for what? For something Erdi himself could have organised better, for nothing more than enough food to keep his family. Proof of how rotten the system had become was evident right there before him. Basically, he and the rest of the tribe had been made fools of. He gave a post a vicious kick with an instep. It was black, sodden with decay and the blow sent the small store lurching, to rest at a drunken angle. If all were to survive through to spring, a massive task lay ahead.

As regards the three ladies’ administrations to the sick warrior, when the news spread, Y-Dewis warriors and local men carrying scars from the recent battle found their way to their door. Wounds were cleaned and dressed and the whole enterprise became quite a talking point. Mara and Inga had no mother tongue in common with Brialla, but experience they’d all gleaned from raising children, provided common language enough, plus mutual respect. 

On the third day of receiving their tender care, the old warrior’s shoulders were carefully raised, for him to be offered a little broth as if to an infant. It was about this time the door darkened and Mara looking round saw Brialla’s brother for the first time. 

Her heart did something it shouldn’t have, considering she was a married woman and she’d tucked in a loose lock of hair, hardly realising she’d done it. Brialla, eyes narrowing, hadn’t missed the giveaway sign and shaking her head gently, smiled to herself.

In those first heady days, almost to the point of it seeming unhealthy, Erdi noticed the two tribes appeared as if joined as one. It was fired by the drug of triumph and kept alive by drunken celebrations, but he knew it couldn’t last. Such moods soon evaporate. 

When at last it became obvious the crops planted would not yield nearly enough to see them all through winter, then there would be trouble. For that reason, the full knowledge of his discovery regarding grain reserves he thought, best kept to the chosen few. As the men worked like brothers, he watched, knowing once the daily grind of life returned, it only required one incident to spark off conflict and mayhem. It wasn’t hard to imagine the scenario; a warrior’s drunken fumbling of another man’s wife; goats consuming spring wheat; the stealing of sheep for a Y-Dewis feast day; an incomer claiming more land than allotted; a clash regarding revered customs; mounted Y-Dewis youths flattening crops in a wild game of chase, ----- the list of possibilities seemed endless. The whole thing could erupt like an abscess. 

He sought out a Y-Dewis advisor, hoping to impress upon him the need to act immediately, rather than when forced to. The man knew him of course, but that didn’t explain his strange amiability and compliance. He nodded in agreement to such an extent Erdi wondered if he’d actually understood a single word. It was only at the suggestion, that maybe a curtailing of Gwenithen’s celebrations might now be in order, that it became obvious he had. The change from sublime grin to thunderous frown was instant. He was clearly drunk, however.

Erdi had the feeling of being the only sane man in the contagion of madness. Somehow a meeting had to be arranged between the tribes. If things were left to drift without basic rules set in place, they were inviting disaster. 

Realising the subtle approach was getting him nowhere, he ignored the man’s protestations and as he had done once before up on the Feasting Site, pressed on to see the chieftain himself. Feeling emboldened by the fact circumstances warranted it, he marched into the midst of the celebrations, to be met by instant silence. 

The revellers stared open mouthed and couldn’t have looked more astounded had he jumped in amongst them, wild-eyed, stark-naked. Gwenithen peering at him, as if waiting for two fuzzy outlines to become one, suddenly roared out that Erdi should join them in a drink. This could hardly be refused under the circumstances and he found himself feted for his audacity. 

He of course accepted the invite, for what else could he do, but wore a most uneasy smile, for rather than putting an end to the revelry, he now found himself in the thick of it. 

Once things had calmed a little, he took courage and asked a nearby worthy, ‘Would it be possible to put a suggestion to Lord Gwenithen?’ The chieftain cocked an ear as Erdi’s request was passed on and all watched in amazement as he, ranking no higher than warrior remember, was enthusiastically invited, not only to join the great man, but to actually sit beside him. 

Eventually, having had need to put the same argument three different ways, Erdi, when finally managing to penetrate the chieftain’s befuddlement, was amazed at the success, for Gwenithen not only beamed understanding, he actually gave enthusiastic support for a meeting to be held to discuss tribal issues. 

He left holding mixed feelings. Yes, Gwenithen had agreed to the meeting, but there was no guarantee he’d remember on waking, nor have had his mind changed by jealous advisors. As Erdi had sat up there with the great man, their lowering looks had not gone unnoticed. In Y-Dewis territory, having useful knowledge of a land they coveted, he’d been welcomed amongst them. They found his humble manner, his limited knowledge of tribal customs and ways of doing things, charming and amusing. Down here in his own territory, however, Erdi knew he would be viewed as a threat. 

He was therefore mildly surprised, when next day confirmation was given, the proposed gathering was definitely to go ahead, being timed for the evening of the following day. Erdi and Dowid represented their family. Even though his departure was imminent, Dowid had thought it was the least he could do for his nephew. Dommed wanted nothing to do with it and Penda glowered alone at home in his dark unapproachable mood. “What’s the point? They’re all the same,” he kept saying.

Trader reluctantly turned up, politics not being high on his list of interests and strangely, his wife Gwedyll, who of course had a foot in each camp, chose to stand alongside Mara and Inga rather than amongst her own people. Many others from the home tribe attended, even two that certainly hadn’t wished to; Blade’s parents, dragged there on account of them having been complicit in Mardi’s murder. It was Blade’s father, in fact, who had rushed to the fort with news of Tollan’s death and the likelihood of Mardi attending the funeral. 

Donda, their daughter, hovered, watching nervously from a distance and the small innocent at her side, staring with mouth half open, looked horrified by the question he dare not ask.

The meeting was not at all what Erdi had had in mind. He had envisaged a meaningful discussion for the mutual benefit of both tribes, but what materialized was not much more than a list of proclamations with him appearing entirely complicit with each of them. 

Firstly, Gwenithen gave thanks for the assistance given in wiping out the tyrant and all those upholding his regime. This was a good start and Erdi felt quite comfortable translating and let’s be honest, even slightly elevated, for the chieftain, almost with a look of deference, remained silent as he passed on what had been said. He kept it simple, not having sufficient command of cymry to understand every word of the high blown rhetoric enriching the original version. 

As he listened to the second point, however, he began to feel thoroughly ill at ease. A plan would be drawn up to initiate the settling of Gwenithen’s people. Relating this brought a definite stir from the crowd. Then when the chieftain thanked his new subjects for being prepared to put up with the few hardships this was likely to cause, Erdi, translating the words, felt completely traitorous and watched horrified as the mixture of worry and anger rippled through his people. 

On the third point, regarding the grand tour of the whole territory, undertaken to assess possibilities for land clearance and drainage, he felt a strange out of body experience, as if observing himself doing the translating, a person he hardly recognised. That person proclaimed, ‘a record will be made of existing resources, the population will be counted, (a thing never done before) and other details will be gathered, necessary for the plan of settlement.’ 
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