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Chapter One


			Chieftain of Powys


			Fifteen Weeks Before Winter Solstice
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			The day began with a deceptive calm. 


			The sound of children’s laughter outside greeted Griffin as morning sunlight filtered into his family’s home, but it was the smell of breakfast that drove him into the dining room.


			“Morning, Ffion, what’s for breakfast?” Griffin asked the matronly woman bustling about in the kitchen.


			Ffion Lewis was the talkative housekeeper, clear of eye and sharp of tongue. Her quick wit was very familiar to the family, as was her penchant for drama and mystery delivered with a knowing look.


			“Good morning yourself, Master Griffin,” she said. “I’ve freshly made oatcakes and cold water from the spring. Your father wants to see you and Madoc at the skirmish field right after breakfast. He’s already been out there for some time,” Ffion raised both brows at this in emphasis. “You should probably go and wake your brothers. They’ll need to go with you—and Dylan and Bedwyr are always hard to wake.”


			“All right, but oatcake first,” he told the plump cook, snatching one of the piping hot flatbreads from a stack as he headed for the stairs.


			Ffion had come to the family when the mother of the three older boys had died. And she had stayed on when Bedwyr’s mother had mysteriously disappeared all those years ago. She’d looked after them like they were the family she’d never had.


			“Oi, Madoc, get your lazy arse up! You too, Dylan, Bed’,” Griffin said as he shook his head at the sight of his disheveled brothers trying to wake themselves from sleep.


			“Geroff! Just cuz you’re the eldest, don’t badger us awake,” grumbled Madoc. 


			“An’ stop enjoying yerself so much,” grunted Dylan from somewhere under the bedclothes. 


			Bedwyr just sat up and rubbed his eyes, his dark hair all tousled.


			The four brothers had a stern father. Cynfor was the leading chieftain of the king of Powys, as well as the king’s brother. He was a fierce warrior in his own right and a harsh taskmaster for his sons, all of whom had dark hair and eyes, and strong, broad-shouldered builds. All exuded strength and confidence.


			Griffin was the oldest and a daunting warrior like his father but, unlike Cynfor, he had an easy-going demeanor and a good sense of humor. Combined, it gave him the bearing of a natural leader.


			“Father wants us on the skirmish field early this morning, and you know what he’ll be like if we’re late,” Griffin said. “I’ll not bear the brunt of his foul mood for keeping him waiting!”


			“Hurry up, Bedwyr!” shouted Madoc. “We’ve got our swords and shields already an’ you’re still donning your tunic.” 


			Madoc was the second oldest and had much less of a sense of humor than Griffin. Dylan was the bull of the family, older than Bedwyr by a year. Heavily muscled, he could cleave an enemy’s shield with one mighty swing of his two-handed battle-axe and drink everyone in town under the table. Bedwyr was the youngest and prone to daydreaming. Despite the occasionally harsh treatment he received from his older brothers, he idolized all three of them. Cynfor told him repeatedly that he was more like his mother’s family; taller and leaner than Dylan, and a philosopher—unlike pragmatic Madoc and Griffin—he was also broad shouldered and rugged looking.
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			“Ffion, as you can see, I have brought my hungry brothers to your breakfast table,” Griffin announced. “Please feed them well so they’ve no excuses for the beating I will give them on the skirmish field this morning.”


			“Aye, I have a hearty breakfast here for all of you,” Ffion replied, a twinkle in her eye.


			The brothers sat at the table and wolfed down Ffion’s oatcakes as young men are wont to do.


			“What were you talking to Ladwys about just now?” asked Dylan, munching. “She scurried off with a very sour look on her face.”


			“Oh, she was asking me about some of the old tales of the Fae,” Ffion said whilst dusting a bread board. “Tales that have been passed down from mother to daughter for many generations.”


			“Why was she asking you, Ffion?” Dylan asked suspiciously. “And why now?”


			Ffion chuckled as she replied, “Well, the common folk hereabouts know my family and I’ve preserved the old tales better ‘un anyone.” Her red hands kneaded a knot of dough. “She’s askin’ now as rumors are spreading … strange and unexplained things are afoot in our woodlands. As you well know.”


			“What old tales of the Fae?” Bedwyr asked around a mouthful of cake. “Tell us! Please!”


			Ffion’s busy hands rolled and shaped, flour escaping in puffs as she worked, and she smiled as she began, treating their attentions much like her careful working of bread. 


			“Well, many different creatures were part of the Fae world. The most important, though, were the High Elves of the Álfur and the Darklings, or Dark Fae,” Ffion said as she worked. “The Leaders of the Álfur had a terrible beauty and majesty about them. They were not outright hostile to men but aloof and indifferent unless brought to anger by the foolishness of man. These were immortal beings, alive for thousands of years, cunning and strong, here for countless millennia before the arrival of humankind. The Álfur were tall and slender but very strong, their royalty and wizards wielded powerful magic, and they often walked away from men for hundreds of years, retreating to a mysterious realm, or disappearing into the deep forests and remote moors, surrounded by night’s darkness or heavy mists in the gloaming.” She paused to raise an eyebrow at Bedwyr who’d stopped chewing. “For more than a thousand years now, no man has seen the Álfur nor the Dark Fae, and their magic has ceased to touch the realm of humankind … Or that is what was thought until recent events,” Ffion concluded with an air of mystery.


			“So, what’ve people been seeing after all these years?” Dylan asked.


			Ffion wiped her hands on her apron and began bustling with the pots and pans.


			“Dark things,” she said, “with no easy explanation. Folk are troubled and talk of the old tales of the Fae is rising for the first time in many years.”


			Madoc rolled his eyes and snorted. “Drama!” he said, obviously unconvinced.


			“You boys put these old tales out of mind and join your father on the skirmish field before he loses his patience!” Ffion concluded.
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			“It’s about time! The day unravels, and we’ve not yet had our first practice skirmish,” Cynfor admonished. “Woe betide you all if it takes you this long to engage the enemy in battle.”


			The skirmish field was one of the only large, flat, grassy areas near Cynfor’s keep, a secure location in eastern Powys surrounded by rocky hills with steep ravines. Treacherous ground for any would-be invaders.


			“Rival Britons to the south and the damn Saxons everywhere to the east. Thank God we can depend upon Gwynedd to the northwest,” he said gruffly. “We can’t afford to be sallying out late when called upon. Not for battle nor for skirmish.” He eyeballed each of his sons, his gaze lingering on Dylan. “The King of Powys is coming to visit us, and I want him to see us at our very best.”


			At this time, the major kingdoms of the Britons consisted of Powys, Gwynedd, and Dyfed in the west, with Dumnonia on a separate peninsula to the southwest. Strathclyde was in the north. There was also Armorica across the Channel and several smaller kingdoms, desperate to expand at the cost of their neighbors. It was a time when the Saxons grew ever stronger in the east, drawing strength from their heptarchy like a vicious dragon. The kingdoms of the Britons were under constant threat, their territories constantly changing, particularly in the center and the west, where Powys, Gwynedd, and Dyfed lay.


			Griffin and Madoc circled each other with their practice swords held at the ready. They looked enough alike to be twins.


			“Tis the day, older brother,” said Madoc. “I’ve eaten enough dirt this week, thanks to you. Today, you shall have a taste.”


			“That’ll take more than boastful words, minikin. You’ll have to manage your feet as well as your sword arm if you want to keep your face clean,” laughed Griffin.


			Sure enough, Griffin tripped Madoc in the very next breath and then extended his hand to help his brother off the ground.


			“Come, let’s see how the younger ones do,” said Griffin. 


			They watched as Dylan and Bedwyr faced off, looking far more mismatched. Dylan, with his stout, heavily muscled frame, and Bedwyr, sinewy and tall. Where Dylan had the advantage in strength, Bedwyr had the speed.


			The pair circled each other warily. Dylan almost landed a mighty blow, but Bedwyr was no longer standing in the same spot. Bedwyr landed a glancing blow on Dylan’s left arm as he glided into a new position and Dylan laughed as his backstroke prepared to do damage to Bedwyr’s leg. 


			But Bedwyr simply said, “Look down, brother.”


			


			Dylan looked down and saw Bedwyr’s sword, right in front of his neck. “I don’t know how you wield that sword as fast as you do. I never even saw it! It’s inhuman!” he gasped, pride in his eyes.


			Hours later, battered and bruised, the brothers were all in good humor as they left the skirmish field. Even Madoc. They had to get ready for the arrival of the King of Powys.


			[image: ]


			Selyf ap Cynan himself was well-liked, but the sons of Cynfor were not at all fond of the king’s two sons, although they were cousins. Arrogant and cruel were the most inspirational descriptions, and they were universally despised. In an army of straightforward men whose word was their bond, the sons of Selyf ap Cynan were not trusted. By anyone.


			Griffin mused aloud as he buckled his best tunic, “I hear the king’s daughter, Glynis, is everything her brothers are not. Tis a pity we’ve always seen less of her than of her brothers. Fair of feature, noble in bearing, and kind, I hear.”


			Dylan shook his head as he adjusted his leggings, they were too tight around his thighs. 


			“They say she has a calming influence on the king, which helps make up for the snakes he has for sons,” Griffin continued, unabashed.


			Bedwyr nodded as he finished dressing, Griffin always seemed to have the right of things. He tucked his medallion into his tunic, then paused and pulled it out again. It was held around his neck by a sturdy leather thong. The medallion itself was heavy silver, worn by many years of wearing and holding, but it had never tarnished. A large tree within a circle, the heavy roots were clear to see at the bottom, and the leaf-laden branches filled the top portion. Single leaves blew away from the branches. His mother had given it to him shortly before her mysterious disappearance years earlier. She’d told him that it had been in her family for many generations and that he should always treasure it.


			Catching himself, Bedwyr finished tucking the medallion into his tunic and pulled on his boots. As always, he was the last of his brothers to be ready. He had to hurry to catch up and assemble in the courtyard to greet the King of Powys and his family.


			The arrival of the king involved all of the expected greetings and tributes. Although Cynfor and the king were not close as brothers, they were enthusiastic allies. Cynfor was the leading chieftain within Selyf ap Cynan’s kingdom, and he was a formidable supporter of the king during these troubled times. So, the king’s arrival was accompanied by all the formalities their respective positions required, but the warmth of friendship was not a part of the occasion.


			“Some of my men saw the strangest damn things on the way here,” said Selyf. “Hardened soldiers refusing to go deeper into the woodlands we passed through. Something about shadows coming to life. One of our scouts disappeared without a trace!” 


			“Aye, we’ve heard some strange tales of late from our own who live in the deep woodlands,” said Cynfor. “But let us cast aside these chill thoughts and welcome your arrival with food and drink!”


			Everyone followed Cynfor and the king into the banquet hall where spirits would soon be lifted as people started eating and drinking. 


			“Maybe you’ll get seated next to Glynis if you’re lucky,” Madoc joked with Griffin. 


			“An improvement from looking at your sour face while I eat,” Griffin responded. “And Dylan’s.”


			


			“None of us will be seated with Glynis; we’ll be with her brothers, and she next to her father. Or in between her father and ours,” said Bedwyr.


			“Well, as long as there is plenty of food and drink, I’ll be a happy man,” said Dylan.
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			Bedwyr was right. None of the brothers were seated with Glynis. She was at the center of the high table, between her father, the king, and his brother and leading chieftain, Cynfor. Griffin and Madoc were at the right end of the table, with Afan between them, while Dylan and Bedwyr were at the other end, with Arawn.


			Dylan was very happy, though, since the banquet involved the most impressive display of mouth-watering food that he could remember ever having seen. There was steaming hot wild boar, roasted goose, and countless baked trout, mounds of freshly baked bread and cooked vegetables, and of course, barrels of ale and hearty mugs. He wasted no time heaping portions on his plate.


			Griffin was doing his best to engage in conversation with Afan while Madoc just glowered at him, his distaste and distrust clear on his face. Yet, the mood at the banquet was lifted higher by the arrival of Derwyn the bard of Powys whom everyone found very entertaining, whether he was singing songs or reciting ballads. 


			“What cheer do you bring us tonight, Bard!” exclaimed the king.


			“Why, tales of brave Britons and cowardly Saxons, of course, Your Majesty!” Derwyn replied.


			The men at the banquet banged their mugs on the table in appreciation of the bard’s quick tongue and high spirits.


			


			“I will tell you tales of us Britons and our island kingdom, stretching shore to shore, and the kings and heroes of long ago. And I will tell you stories of the coming of the Saxons, who push us out of Lloegyr, our lost lands,” he sang as he strummed on his crwth. “Perilous tales of Britons pressed to the west, with Dumnonia to the south, across the Severn Sea, into the sea by the Saxons of Wessex! And lone Strathclyde in the north, beset in the west by invaders from Eire—to the north by the Picts—and to the east by the Saxons in Northumbria,” he lamented. “Aye, lads,” he continued, “Tales to fill your heart and boil your blood!”


			After an hour or more of feasting and drinking and tales of brave Britons, Derwyn took a break.


			“Pray, allow me to partake in merry revels and spirited toasts, Your Graces, ere I press onward in my quest.”


			“What recent tidings have you of our folk to the north and south?” asked Cynfor.


			“Alas, Lord, I fear Armorica across the water is truly lost,” Derwyn replied. “Rheged has succumbed in the north, and Strathclyde now finds itself in dire straits, beset on all fronts. A shadow doth loom o’er their fate,” the bard continued.


			 “Aye, and of our cousins in Dumnonia, closer south of us?” the king asked.


			“Sadly, my king, the Saxons in Wessex besiege them fierce. I fear it is a fleeting breath before they too, are lost to us Britons. Our kin may soon find refuge scarce, confined to these valorous lands that you and your fellow kings in Gwynedd and Dyfed guard, here at the heart of these western domains,” the bard concluded. “Yet hark! Allow me to weave a tapestry of joy for the noble and gallant Britons gathered here in your hall this eve!” he roared as he sprang to his feet again


			“In truth, ere the dawn of man’s existence on this fair sphere, there echo tales of ages past, where civilizations thrived long before our kind did tread. Aye, ‘tis hard to fathom, yet legends tell of a realm where knowledge, art, and marvels bloomed, gifting wisdom and grace to all mankind’s race. Some worshipped the ancients as gods who turned brutish men into architects of great civilizations. Long ages past.


			“Yet, alas, there were dark cousins of these ancients who brought dark thoughts and evil deeds to weak souls amongst all races of man. Darklings, some claimed, or fiends from the deep night, who sought to despoil all things pure and fair. With wicked glee, they tainted the innocent hearts of man, luring them unto shadow’s embrace.” Derwyn paused to further tempt his audience. “As the age-old tales do whisper, these spirits of yore, both virtuous and vile, were destroyed in a cataclysm of flood, while earthquakes and volcanoes shook the entire world like never before,” he concluded with a flourish.


			After a moment of silence, the banquet crowd erupted with loud approval and everyone’s mugs were refilled. Derwyn was invited to sit at a special seat at the high table, where he was toasted by both Cynfor and the king.


			A returning scout entered the banquet hall and hastened to Cynfor’s side. The scout looked ragged and dirty, obviously just off the trail. He and Cynfor had a brief animated conversation before Cynfor surged to his feet, chair toppling backward.


			“Saxons have been sighted crossing our border. Traveling in force. To arms!” he shouted.


			The banquet hall erupted into a frenzy of activity. Fortunately, the feasting night was young and minds were clearer than they would otherwise have been. The fighting men of both Cynfor and Selyf ap Cynan poured out of the hall, pulling together their battle gear; swords, shields, spears, and helmets aclatter as the grooms brought out the horses for the leaders of this hastily assembled fighting force.


			“We’ll approach from two directions and catch the Saxons twixt our forces,” said Selyf.


			Cynfor would lead one force, supported by Griffin and Madoc with some of his men and those of the king, and the king’s sons, Afan and Arawn.


			“We will circle to the north of the Saxons and then run hard into their flank while you position your forces to the south of them,” said Cynfor to his king. “We will be the hammer that drives them onto your anvil.”


			“Aye, Cynfor, we will smash these Saxons between us,” said Selyf. “And we’ll send the survivors scurrying back across their border. These incursions grow ever bolder and more frequent and we must halt their mischief and take our stand.”


			The scouts led the two forces of Britons through the hills of eastern Powys. One group to the north, and one to the south.
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			Griffin’s heart was pounding as he rode next to Madoc, just behind their father. Afan and Arawn rode behind them, with the combined forces they led, in trail. They had traveled fast and far into the dark of the night and were now approaching the Saxon forces to their south.


			“Methinks we’re blessed with just enough moonlight tonight,” whispered Madoc. “Enough to guide us and not betray our movements to the Saxons.”


			“Aye, and we’re further blessed with clear and dry weather,” Griffin whispered back. “This would not have gone as quickly or quietly slogging through mud in the pouring rain.”


			Cynfor pulled up, and the leaders of their force gathered around him, along with the scout he was talking to.


			“The Saxons are camped just over the next rise. It appears to be a larger force than we expected, but they are foolish enough to be sleeping. And with campfires burning,” Cynfor said. “The scouts also tell us that the king’s forces are in position to the south as we thought.”


			“We shall drive these Saxons into the king’s forces just as we planned,” said Griffin. “Lead us to victory, Father!”


			Bedwyr and Dylan crept up to the top of the rise and looked north, down to the Saxon camp. The flatland where the Saxons were sleeping was within arrow shot from where the brothers lay silently. Bedwyr could see the rise beyond their own, where the advance force led by his father and brothers would charge into the sleeping Saxons and push them into the king’s forces to the south.


			“They should be riding down into that Saxon camp any moment now,” Dylan whispered beside him. “‘Tis going to be a challenge for us to remain rooted here but we must do as our king orders.”


			“We should have our own opportunity to wreak havoc on the Saxons if this battle goes as planned,” Bedwyr whispered back.


			Just as they finished whispering, Bedwyr and Dylan saw their father on his white steed charging down the opposite slope, with Griffin and Madoc right behind him. In the space of a heartbeat, they were in the center of the camp and charging towards the planted standard of the Saxon ealdorman.


			Suddenly, a shield wall of Saxons sprang up in front of them. They had not been sleeping after all—and now formed a solid line of well-prepared soldiers. Fortunately, the rest of Cynfor’s force, led by Afan and Arawn, was advancing down the slope from the north.


			Another two lines of Saxons rose up on either side of Cynfor and his sons. They were now virtually surrounded by rank upon rank of sturdy Saxons.


			Just as the reality of this new tactical challenge was sinking in, a line of Saxon cavalry emerged from hiding to form a line to the south of the encampment, between the king’s southern forces and the encampment. There were now too many mounted soldiers for his southern band to advance upon. The Britons were outnumbered and outflanked. Both north and south.


			As Bedwyr watched, horrified, Afan and Arawn held back the support forces from the north. They would not be leading that force to support the rescue of Cynfor and his sons. Six Saxons rushed at Cynfor, two each from the north, south, and west, and gutted his horse in the blink of an eye. Cynfor tumbled to the ground in the midst of his foes.


			Bedwyr watched his father as he quickly sprang to his feet, yelling something inaudible as Griffin and Madoc dismounted in two single fluid motions, moving to stand back-to-back. 


			“Give those Saxon scum a ring of steel to chew on!” he hissed, motionless, eyes frozen as Cynfor, Griffin, and Madoc stood in the center of the Saxon camp, their swords bristling. 


			Promises of death whispered from that circle of bright steel and the Saxons paused. 


			“Ride down now, Afan and Arawn! Help them, you worthless curs! Now is the time,” shouted Dylan next to Bedwyr from the safety of their southern rise


			But the sons of Selyf ap Cynan stood their ground, holding back their forces from saving Cynfor and his sons. Bedwyr saw their treachery, and a cold chill ran down his spine. As he watched, the pause that had been holding back the Saxons ended. Ranks of heavily armed men began their advance on Cynfor and his sons. 


			Their bright ring of steel held back the first assault with bodies falling all around them. And the second, and the third. Now, the fallen Saxon comrades were forming a barrier to help defend the beleaguered Britons.


			Suddenly, from behind the front ranks of the Saxons, a spear whistled out of the darkness, slipping between the brothers and striking home in Cynfor’s lower back.


			Cynfor fell to the ground and the Saxon ealdorman raised his sword and brought it down in a killing arc toward his neck. There was a loud clang as Griffin’s blade stopped the ealdorman’s as he stepped up to meet it. 


			Bedwyr heard Griffin yell but the Saxons surged again. The circle of bright steel had been broken.


			“I cannot stay here and just watch this!” Dylan shouted at Bedwyr.


			“We cannot do anything else! As much as it pains us, we must follow the orders of our king. And we must survive ourselves to take vengeance on these foul Saxons,” said Bedwyr, tormented.


			Helplessly, the brothers watched as surging Saxons overwhelmed Cynfor and his sons. Cynfor never regained his feet after the spear took him in the back, and Dylan and Bedwyr watched in disbelief as Madoc fell under the Saxon’s rush. The last thing Bedwyr saw was Griffin standing astride his father, defending him to his last.


			Then, they were lost in a wave of Saxons.


			“Away! Away now! We must retreat, or we are all lost,” shouted Selyf, his voice piercing the night.


			


			“He’s right,” Bedwyr hissed, his visage dark with grief and anger, “our revenge must wait for another day!”


			“Aye,” Dylan muttered in reply, “but revenge we will surely have!” 


			Bedwyr followed Dylan and the king’s forces south. Away from the Saxons. Away from his lost father and brothers. Away from the treacherous sons of the king. A dark hatred smoldered in his breast and he swore that he would have vengeance on them all.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter Two


			Ambition and Treachery


			Fourteen Weeks Before Winter Solstice
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			Bedwyr and his brother Dylan followed their king as he led his remaining warriors away from the Saxons and back to Powys. It was a mad scramble. First, they went south, and then they turned to the northwest and went back to Cynfor’s keep. The mounted warriors were constantly shifting between riding ahead of their infantry to make sure the way ahead was clear and circling back to make sure that they were well and truly clear of the Saxons.


			On any other day, Bedwyr would have gloried in the bright sunshine as they re-entered his family’s territory within Powys. But not today. The rugged hills were a welcome sight as they lay within an hour’s ride from Cynfor’s keep but Bedwyr’s mood was black. He mourned the loss of his father and brothers and he was filled with rage but had no ready target where he could unleash that rage. 


			“We must have vengeance,” he said to his brother. “Somehow, someday, we will have vengeance on those cursed Saxons.”


			“Aye, brother,” replied Dylan. “And we will have to talk to our men that went with Arawn and Afan. It looked like they held back warriors who could have saved our father and our brothers. I would know more of this apparent treachery.”


			“Arawn and Afan Selyf ap Cynan have never been liked in Powys,” Bedwyr replied. “But outright treachery is unexpected, even for them.”


			“We are close to home now,” said Dylan. “Once we get settled in our keep, I am sure the king will call a war council. We need to muster warriors from all corners of Powys to defend against these Saxon incursions.”


			There was a long, steady rise in the terrain leading home. Jagged rocky breaks disrupted the rolling green hills, and patches of small, wooded areas were scattered here and there.


			The long, wide green hillside now in front of them was one of the largest open areas remaining on the trail up to the keep.


			A large number of warriors were arrayed at the top of the hill, with yet more numbers visible on both the right flank and the left. These were fellow Britons, but they were not men of Powys. The positioning of their forces indicated hostile intent and they would have known from the approaching banners that it was the King of Powys who approached. They certainly knew that the land upon which they stood was Powys territory and not their own. 


			Selyf brought his own warriors to a halt and examined the terrain in front of them. His adversary had chosen his position well, holding the higher ground before the king’s forces. He also had a larger number of foot soldiers, whereas Selyf seemed to have only one significant advantage: a larger number of mounted men. 


			“Dylan and Bedwyr,” Selyf said. “Come forward with me and see this rogue who vexes his fellow Britons in these troubled times. These are your own family’s ancestral lands within Powys, after all.”


			Three men from the intruding army came forward to meet them halfway between their forces. Their leader was a huge bear of a man with a large gold torque around his neck. He carried a heavy, two-bladed battle axe with a long handle.


			“Eluad ap Glast!” Selyf exclaimed. “The renegade king of Dogfeiling. I should have guessed it were you, the uninvited shade, who darkens our doorstep.”


			“Aye, it is me,” replied Eluad. “And lo! I should have seen with a glance, ‘twas the base King of Powys limping home from Saxon clutches with his tail between his legs.”


			“What foul intent has brought you to my kingdom with a small army?” asked Selyf. “I declare this bodes ill for those noble Britons who would raise their swords ‘gainst Saxons rather than stand as foe ‘gainst Briton kin.”


			“Aye,” replied Eluad ap Glast. “This day does bode ill for you and yours. More dire than you can divine.” He watched Selyf gravely before erupting, “Bring them out here!” Eluad yelled to a small group to their right, “Let this erstwhile king see his hapless seed.”


			Two men were led forth, bound hand and foot. They stumbled forward, appearing to have difficulty staying on their feet and had obviously been harshly treated by their captors. One could easily see by the swelling of their faces and their bloody, matted hair.


			


			“It’s Afan and Arawn,” said Bedwyr. “How have they come to be in the clutches of this foul man?”


			“I’m not sure they’re any worse off with him than they would be with me,” Dylan replied. “At least by his hand, they still breathe.”


			“What say you, King of Powys?” yelled Eluad ap Glast. “Do you discern this refuse fleeing from the Saxons yonder? What woeful progeny you have sired. I would be doing you a favor should my axe take their heads right here, right now.” He turned to his audience, arms outstretched. “I will make you a generous offer,” continued Eluad. “I bid you to a fair contest, a man-to-man fight. If you best me, my army will leave in peace this day. If I win, I will spare your sons—but I will have terms! First, they must go into exile across the water to Armorica. Second, your warriors shall swear fealty to my throne, as Powys’ new king as well as Dogfeiling.”


			All eyes fell on Selyf.


			“Do you accept my terms?” yelled Eluad ap Glast. 


			“Aye, you mangy cur!” Selyf yelled back. “Let us hasten the task. I’ll have your head on a pike outside poor Cynfor’s keep before this day is done!”


			While the two kings prepared themselves, their people prepared the ground where they would battle. Level ground with the boundaries clearly marked off.


			Eluad ap Glast was heavily muscled and wielded his heavy two-bladed axe as lightly as other men wielded a sword. He wore a helm with a nose guard and carried a small round shield with a rampant bear emblazoned upon it.


			Selyf ap Cynan was not as thickly muscled, but he was long of limb and bore a longsword that further extended his reach. He also wore a helm with a nose guard and carried a small, round shield. Yet his was adorned with a two-headed eagle.


			


			The two kings circled each other guardedly, careful to stay within the designated boundaries. Eluad ap Glast whirled his two-headed battle axe more quickly than Selyf expected, but the blow only glanced off his shield. Another flurry of blows from the whirling axe was also ineffective and on one of them, Selyf’s long arm and sword darted out.


			“Hah, so you draw first blood!” Eluad said. “That will not matter when the shadows part this day.” And he lunged forward and struck a mighty overhead blow on Selyf’s shield with his axe. 


			Selyf fended off the attack, but he staggered back from the strength of the blow.


			Sensing an advantage, Eluad pressed forward again, but Selyf was ready with his sword, biting deeply into Eluad’s left arm. Now, the erstwhile usurper could not raise his shield to protect himself. 


			Before Selyf could take advantage, though, Eluad brought down his battle axe in another fierce overhead swing with his right arm.


			This time, the axe caught in Selyf’s shield. 


			Eluad was in a bad position. The huge beast of a man had no use of his left arm and no shield, and now his axe was stuck in Selyf’s shield. With only one arm, he was unable to free it. 


			Selyf ap Cynan raised his sword and drew himself in closer to Eluad ap Glast for the killing blow.


			“The last thing you will see in this life is my blade cleaving your throat,” he gloated.


			“You talk too much,” replied Eluad. “It shall be your doom.”


			Eluad ap Glast twisted the handle of his axe stuck in the other king’s shield. The handle came free, revealing a long, thin blade that glinted wickedly. He took advantage of how close Selyf had drawn himself in, and with a simple fluid motion, drove the knife through Selyf’s eye and into his brain.


			Selyf ap Cynan, King of Powys, staggered back with a look of surprise on his face, Eluad’s unexpected blade protruding from his eye socket.


			His lifeless body collapsed to the ground. 


			Eluad roared in triumph. He turned to his men, who were holding Selyf’s sons captive, and yelled, “Kill them! Kill them all! I don’t care what promises I made; I want them all dead!”
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			Bedwyr and Dylan had been edging slowly away from the other men as the kings were embroiled in battle.


			“All right, brother,” Dylan said. “Now, we do as we planned.”


			“Aye,” replied Bedwyr. “You ride northwest to Gwynedd, to our good allies. They shall be sorely grieved to hear these tales of treachery and strife.”


			“And you southwest to Dumnonia,” said Dylan. “Follow Offa’s Dike and you’ll avoid most of Saxon Mercia, but you must cross Saxon Wessex to reach our allies in Dumnonia.”


			“Chaos and loss grip us,” said Bedwyr. “But Father raised us strong and resourceful. We will avenge our father and brothers.”


			“And pull down this vile hex on our land, Eluad ap Glast,” said Dylan. “Ride hard, brother, we shall meet again.” 


		


	

		

			


			Chapter Three


			Clun Forest


			Fifteen Weeks Before Winter Solstice
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			Dappled sunlight filtered through the tall trees and shimmered on the water’s surface. Dragonflies flitted through the glade, and songbirds made cheerful noises in the surrounding trees. Alantir felt a light breeze lift her hair with a faint scent of wildflowers. She positioned herself so that she could feel the warm sunlight on her face, her thoughts trailing.


			A splash of water startled her and interrupted her reverie. 


			“Meriel!” she spluttered. “I should have known better than to try to relax with you around! Can’t you sit still for longer than two minutes? We’re not teenagers any longer.”


			Meriel just laughed and dove back into the water. “Come in and enjoy the water. You’ve a big competition just a few hours from now,” Meriel said. “Stretch out with a few laps.”


			“Ok, ok,” Alantir said as she jumped into the water with Meriel. “Just a few minutes, then we’ll need to dry off and go home.”


			… Which was how they found themselves a short time later. 


			They looked so different. Alantir was tall, dark, and slim, whereas Meriel was shorter, with long, wavy blond hair and abundant curves. Alantir lightly and lovingly touched the bark of one of the trees as they walked along the path. She loved every tree in their forest.


			All these magnificent specimens with trunks so wide that it would take a dozen or more of her people with outstretched arms to encircle one of them. They must be thousands of years old, she thought. 


			After a lifetime in this forest, all the known and hidden pathways were as familiar to her as her own home in Beechwood. The two friends trod softly on the forest floor, the afternoon sun filtering through the canopy far above as the scents of fallen leaves and rich soil filled the air.


			Alantir was also familiar with all of the mysterious ancient stone works that served as demarcations of her own people’s territory. Deep within Clun Forest, hidden behind sections of the wider forest, the tribes living beyond found it dark and forbidding. Alantir thought that their own hidden realm deep within the center was friendly and inviting. Still, outsiders never made it far enough to get beyond those dark center sections.


			“What’s for dinner, d’you think?” Meriel asked. “Maybe I should eat with your family tonight.”


			Alantir laughed. “Why should tonight be any different than almost every other night?”


			The homes of Beechwood were just ahead on the path. An untrained eye would not see anything but more forest, but the two friends could well see all of the homes in their community built into the upper reaches of the majestic trees. To their eyes, the pattern of solid branches spiraling upward looked just like what it was: a spiral staircase.


			Alantir and Meriel sprang up them to Alantir’s family home. Her younger sister, Cerwen, was giving study lessons to her younger brother, Caradoc, on the history of their people, the woodland elves of Beechwood. 


			“Don’t mind us!” Alantir said as they pilfered apples from a bowl in the kitchen past the study area and piled noisily into an overstuffed armchair to listen.


			The sound of rustling leaves formed the acoustics in the open home, and softly filtered sunlight filled her vision in every direction. It was as if the forest embraced them.


			“Long, long ago, in the time before the Great Sundering, our world of Terra had not yet been separated from the lands of Light and Shadow, Ljós and Myrkur. Magic existed in Terra then, and our people were kin to the …?” Cerwen gestured at Caradoc to supply the answer, her eyebrows raised.


			“Uh, the high elves of Ljós?” he said, blushing. 


			“Mm,” said Cerwen, continuing, “Others of the Álfur used magic, and often great good came from the use of magic with the Light. However, magic was also used with the Shadow for evil purposes. Our ancestors, the woodland elves, never had much use for magic. Our people’s love was for the trees and other living things in our forest home. The war between Light and Shadow eventually led to the High-Elves’ plan for …?” Her fingers began to tap.


			Caradoc blew his cheeks out, floundering. His attention was, deplorably, only on Meriel and not his lesson. Cerwen exhaled loudly, exasperated.


			“The Great Sundering. This would isolate Terra from the dark forces of Myrkur, but it would also isolate Terra from the Light of Ljós. Our ancestors had to make a terrible decision: stay with their beloved woodlands in Terra, forsaking their Álfur relatives, or move to Ljós with all the other elves and leave their beloved forest behind forever. If they chose Terra, then what—?” she broke off abruptly, as Caradoc slid his eyes downward guiltily, his fingers knotting.


			He muttered something to the floor, inaudible and incoherent.


			“Do pay attention Car’—or perhaps you’d like Meriel to give your lesson?” she quipped.


			 Caradoc went a violent shade of red at this and perked up long enough to deliver an answer. “They’d ah, they would also be choosing mortal life for themselves and their descendants. In the end, our ancestors chose to remain,” he said. 


			Mollified, Cerwen continued, “They said farewell to their elven kin who moved to Ljós and have lived in these woodlands for eons, without the use of magic and living mortal lives.”


			“Difficult decision,” Caradoc said dreamily. “That must have been very hard for our ancestors. I would not want to have to make a decision like that.”


			Cerwen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “But we have deeply enjoyed our forest home ever since, so we are grateful that our ancestors decided as they did,” she said.


			“We have to get you ready for the tournament,” Meriel said, laughing good-naturedly. She winked at Caradoc before turning to Alantir. “You’ll miss the start if we don’t hurry.”
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			Alantir was considered the best young archer in their community, but she had several rivals. Beryl was a particularly close rival. The annual tournament was their opportunity to displace Alantir and win possession of the Ash Arrow. The Ash Arrow was a special brooch that was awarded to each year’s winner to wear proudly until there was a new winner. Alantir had worn the Ash Arrow for three years running now, and Beryl was more determined than ever to win this year. 


			The competition took place in a large clearing some distance from Beechwood. Close to one of the ancient stone markers that had traditionally defined the border of their own realm, and deep within the forest. Lingering magic from the time of the Great Sundering was embedded in these stone markers and helped keep the humans from wandering into their realm.


			Each archer had three opportunities to split one of the narrow willow wands that were embedded in the ground before several different mounds of forest debris. The willow wands wavered in the light breeze. The afternoon sun that filtered through the forest canopy had more shadows than they would have seen at midday. The archers kept taking turns as long as they split a willow wand with at least one of their three shots. After several turns, however, it was down to just four archers, including Alantir and Beryl.


			“Beryl is presenting a real challenge this year,” whispered Meriel to another bystander. “She looks more determined than ever to win the Ash Arrow this year.”


			The rules changed slightly once the competition was down to just two finalists, Alantir and Beryl. For this final round of competition, a single miss caused a loss. As last year’s champion, Alantir had the right to go second.


			Beryl went first. She split all three willow wands, although the third one was close.


			Alantir went second. She split the first two willow wands quickly, but a stronger breeze was rising. She pulled her fingers back to her right ear with her third arrow and watched the target willow waving in the strong breeze. She did not sight her arrow but instead, tried to visualize where she wanted her shot to end. 


			Sure enough, she split the third willow wand.


			Beryl went again. She split the first willow wand but missed the second shot. The strong breeze was just too much of a problem.


			“Alantir!” whooped Meriel. “You won again!”


			“Nobody has ever before earned the right to wear the Ash Arrow for four years in a row,” said Meriel. “Your family will be so proud!”


			Alantir lined up with Beryl and a stern-faced boy who’d reached third place to receive their awards in front of an excited crowd. Before the ceremony could be completed; however, a runner burst into the clearing.


			“Humans have been spotted inside our borders!” the runner shouted. “This has never happened before!”


			“Where have they been seen?” asked one of the judges, twisting in his seat.


			“Heading right towards Beechwood,” answered the runner. “Hurry! We need more defenders as soon as possible.”


			Alantir grasped the medallion that she always wore around her neck. She tended to reach for it whenever she was anxious, her mother had given it to her. She took a deep breath and looked at Beryl who returned her intense gaze with a look of firm resolve. They nodded at each other and sprang into action.


			“Archers,” shouted Beryl. “Line up behind me and Alantir. We will each lead a band along two different paths back to Beechwood.”
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			Alantir and her group of archers jogged down their chosen path back to Beechwood. Her group would be approaching Beechwood from the north, and Beryl’s from the east. 


			Just before they reached Beechwood, Alantir smelled a sharp tang that was not part of the forest. And now she could hear sounds that did not belong either. Rustling leathers and softly jangling bits of metal. Humans!


			How could this be? Alantir thought to herself. The magic in the ancient stone works at our borders must have failed for some reason. What could possibly have disrupted the spells that have concealed and protected our forest realm for eons?


			There was no more time to wonder. Humans were just outside the boundaries of Beechwood, and they needed to be stopped. Now. There was no time to wait for further assistance.


			“I want half of you lined up just ahead on the far side of their path,” whispered Alantir. “And the other half just ahead on this side.”


			Once she had her archers set up where she wanted them, Alantir stopped to watch the humans approach, her dark brown eyes watchful and pointed ears alert. Her dark green tunic and deep brown leggings helped her remain concealed in the forest just a step off the path. Her brown hair was bound in a long braid that hung to the middle of her back and she wore a belt knife on her waist. She wiggled her toes inside her soft leather moccasins as the humans drew closer, as she often did when she was nervous. These humans look bigger than I ever imagined, she thought. We would never have a chance against them in a test of strength. In any fight we must be swift and silent, decisive as well as cunning.


			


			Alantir stepped out of the forest and onto the path in front of the small group of humans.


			“Halt,” she declared firmly. “Why are you trespassing in our woodland realm?”


			The humans were startled. They had not seen where she had come from. She had just seemed to materialize in front of them.


			“Who are you to tell us where we can and cannot go?” a man who appeared to be their leader snorted. “You’re just a slip of a girl, standing alone in this forest in front of my armed and dangerous men.”


			“Things are not always the way they seem to be,” cautioned Alantir. “Turn around now and never tread this path again. Nothing but woe and ill tidings will your womenfolk know of you if you do not heed my warning.”


			The man slung his shield forward, widened his stance, and lifted his sword slightly above his waist. “Nay,” he stated. “It will take more than a mouthy young girl with a slender bow to tell me and my men what to do and where to go.”


			He lunged forward and raised his sword above his head, poised to deliver a mighty blow.


			Alantir drew and loosed her first arrow and had another nocked in the space of a single heartbeat, her first piercing the wrist of the human’s sword arm. 


			As he howled, she said, “The next arrow goes through your eye. Heed my final warning, human. Leave now and never return, and your company will keep their lives. Or …” she cocked her head. “this ‘slip of a girl’ will be your doom if you wish.”


			The two groups of archers stepped out of the forest, flanking the humans, their bows fully drawn and ready. Human and elf stared at each other, both breathing heavily. The humans blinked.


			


			“Aye,” their leader spat. “You can keep your stinkin’ woodlands. Ain’t nuthin’ here worth spit anyways.”


			Alantir and her archers followed the small band of humans as they left, stopping at the stone markers. They watched the humans disappear into the gloom of the dark forest that surrounded their own hidden realm.
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			Later that evening, the woodland elves relaxed around a blazing bonfire. Alantir toyed with her medallion. It was heavy silver with a large tree within a circle. 


			“Why were the humans able to enter our realm?” she asked her mother. “Why didn’t the magic wards conceal our hidden paths and misdirect them as they have always done?”


			“Something has changed,” Gwendlyn said, her long hair falling alongside her narrow face. “More changes are coming. I have a foreboding that grim tidings are ahead,” she said. “I feel that magic is returning to Terra. And the Light and Shadow of the Fae are returning with it. Fell creatures of the Shadow are stirring, as are bright champions of the Light.” As the spiritual leader of their community, Gwendlyn was more sensitive to hidden currents than anyone else. In her dreams, she had seen visions of what the future might hold. Leaders of men and elves corrupted and turned to evil deeds. Foul creatures of the Shadow running amok, killing innocents and enslaving others. Good people overwhelmed by dark magic everywhere in the world. This was only one possible future, and it might not come true, but the visions chilled Gwendlyn to her core.


			Alantir gazed into the flickering flames of the fire and wondered what her mother’s insights would mean for their future. For her people. And for herself.
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