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Hedy sat with her advisors and the high command of both armies, including her brother Edward of Wessex, at tables set hastily on the floor of the ancient arena at New Deva, as some were calling the fortress at Chester.  She liked the name, Hedy, although it was only used by family and those very close to her, and of course the children.  Protocol dictated she be addressed as Commander by all others of Mercia, or Lady Mercy by foreigners both friendly and cowering beneath her sword.  She had never liked the name Æthelflæd. 

Having proven herself a strong leader in battle many times while retaking Mercian territories held by the Welsh or the Danes, she had shown all who marveled at this decrepit Roman Military Capital of Britannia, reborn like the phoenix some 700 years after its zenith, that she indeed commanded an army of carpenters and craftsmen second to none just as well.  The project was nearly complete and Edward had arrived with several of the best of his fleet, along with his tactical forces, to resupply equipment and horse from the great barns and stables his sister had built on the old foundations.  While Edward was now King of England, inheriting both regency and wealth from his father, he lacked the skillful diplomacy and attention to detail of the late Ælfred.  Recognizing as much, King Edward gave his sister free reign over the land of Mercia and all of the support necessary to grow the state to its former glory in exchange for her skills as a natural leader and tactician.

The day had been long, the last before Edward’s forces were to embark south and the Mercian’s eastward to build another fortified burh, and a feast had been served informally within the great old amphitheater.  Soldiers, seamstresses, cooks and carpenters sat together around the bowl all afternoon, coming and going with handfuls of meat and bread from pushcarts brought in from the many spits and ovens within the fortress walls.  A wagon full of apples was most popular.

That day had been a day to unwind and relax as the preparations for new campaigns – one of conquest, the other of construction – was complete and the next would see action.  Twilight dropped its curtain and candles lit the crumbling forum’s stage where they sat, the very spot on which the drama twixt Oswald and Penda was performed nearly 300 years earlier and travelling gladiators entertained with blood sports another 400 before that, and shadows began bouncing off anxious faces.  

The fair complexion and raven hair of Hedy’s youth had yielded to a handsome rudeness brought on by the wind and sun, and her hair had long since turned a magnificent argent that matched the silver chains and bands around her neck and wrists.  A scar on her chin marked the blade of a forceful braggart who did not live long enough to produce a scar of his own from navel southward.  Candlelight enhanced her magnetism, and all at the tables waited on her next words.

“We can afford to give the older stock to the... and the two broken axes, to the Brycheiniog,” – pronounced “break an egg” – Hedy said with a nod to her brother.  Edward nodded as his eyes drooped in surrender to the need for sleep.  Her clerk Mariot, daughter of Fulco the master carpenter, who had been at Hedy’s side ever since the death of Fulco’s wife to fever, took notes on the carefully cut strips of vellum that fit neatly into the records box.  Mariot was meticulous in her attention to detail, and Hedy had taught her to read and write, grooming her as a dutiful administrator.

“In return they will escort our good Abbot Ecgbriht to visit his Welsh counterpart, who seems to be in need of a reminder of the Pope’s edicts,” said the warrior queen as she smiled at the Abbot while he peeled his third apple of the evening.

Ecgbriht’s focus on the small knife quickly shifted up to her gaze, her eyebrow raised in a dare to protest.  The Abbot’s let out his breath and said, “Yes Commander, I see the merits of your suggestion, but I dare say—” 

“He will need a guard of four or five, and strong horses to get back.  I do not trust the Welsh,” said King Edward, lifting his shoulders awake.

Hedy leaned over to her younger protégé and quietly said, “Mariot, my dear, summon the Welshman Tywdwr and his unpleasant wife...uhh—”

“Non.”

“Oh, right, ha-ha, Non it is.  Get Tywdwr and Non and write up the letters for them,” Hedy said with a snicker.  “Non, indeed,” she muttered, as Mariot pulled her thick red hair back in a tie and stepped away for a moment to send a runner.

“I am done with this tedium,” Edward said with a yawn as he rose.  “Morning rushes to the fore and the tide will not wait, good sister.  Be well,” he added with a kiss to her cheek, and he exited the arena with his contingent of Captains in tow.

The afternoon crowds who filled the benches of the theater waned to a hundred or so, and with the keg of mead empty, those few were also taking leave to tents and barracks.  The runners located the Welsh ambassadors sitting near the top of the bowl in quiet observation of the dancing borealis overhead and escorted them down the steps to put their mark on the agreement.

“Lady Mercy, we are pleased with your hospitality,” said the lanky Tywdwr with a strained half-smile and slight shiver of his head.  His wife Non looked on unblinking, her severe sunken eyes and hooked nose offering no hint of gratitude.

“Your grant of supplies is listed here, as is instruction of intent regarding our good Abbot Ecgbriht who you will graciously escort to the Abbot of Brecon in the Court of Howell Dda,” said the Mercian Queen.

“Lady Mercy, I do not think—,” started the Welshman, but she cut him off.  “How is his wife, Howell Dda’s wife that is.  Queen Elyn, is it?” 

Hedy turned to Mariot as he muttered some other objection to foreign travel companions and whispered, “Elyn is stunning, you would love her long golden hair.”  The Abbot stood alongside stoically in mutual disdain of the thought of travelling with the Welsh couple.

Mariot handed the bronze writing stylus, the oldest antique in her clerk’s box, to the cornered Tywdwr and pointed at the three pages in the table.  After a hesitation on his part she pulled a candle closer and, right on cue, Hedy said, “Need a closer look?”  Tywdwr took the pen and signed them.

His wife Non spoke evenly.  “We are most grateful.  My husband will do all he can to vouchsafe conduct of your Abbot.”

“And his guard of six horsemen,” Hedy put in.  

“And his guard, to the Abbot at Brecon,” Non said with a slight bow of the head.

After they had gone and Mariot was neatly arranging and filing the papers, Hedy said, “I dare say Tywdwr men lack integrity and backbone, but Tywdwr women may prove the superior.”  These prophetic words realized themselves in fact some six centuries later with Gloriana.

Two men flipped a seating board in the front row of the arena’s benches, just close enough to be seen by Hedy.  She observed them for a time as they awkwardly moved planks with one hand while refusing to give up a dripping chunk of meat in the other, clearly attempting to draw attention to themselves.  One was a disheveled thin man with a leather cap and beard fashioned in the manner of a Hwiccan woodsman.  The other was rotund, with whiskered face and bulbous red nose, who smiled through gapped teeth in her direction several times before approaching.

“Commander, may we have a word?”  She looked at him with some amusement and asked, “Are you not a General in my brother’s army?”

“Captain, your reverence, if it please you,” said the fat one as he burped and quickly put three fingers to his mouth.

“Lieutenant,” corrected the thin one with a slow turn of his head.  

“Captain, upon commencement of the campaign on the morrow,” said the first as he elbowed the second.  “Bertwulf, my Commander.  And this is Lieutenant Wigg.”  Both bowed.

“We two are most capable at soldiery, and have fought gallantly for the King in many a battle – you can ask him yourself.”

“Indeed, you look quite fit,” Hedy smiled crookedly at her clerk as they listened on.

“The short of it is this.”  The large man set the rib meat down on the table, then quickly picked it up again as Mariota gave a stern look, handed it to the thin man and wiped his hands on the dark green overcoat which clung painfully to his waistline.  “We are expert at the ancient skills of carpentry, and can fashion a rafter or wagon hitch with twice the proficiency as the wielding of sword or pike, which is superior I dare say...”

“Dare you say?” said the Commander with a smile as she observed the plank behind them fall from its recent moorings.  Wigg rushed over to prop it back into place.

“I will talk to my brother, go see the foreman of the stables,” she said as Mariota jotted some notes, saying, “Wigg and...?”

“Bertwulf, m’lady, and you are most kind.  And merciful. And...”  

“We shall call you Captain, good Bertwulf, but you must earn the rank from me before commanding any contingent of your own, save Wigg here.  I assume he follows your lead?” asked Hedy.

“He does, my Commander.  He does,” and Wigg nodded fervently.  They rushed off, stopping only to sop up the last of the pottage from a crock with bread and grabbing an apple or three.

The two women laughed at the pair, and lifted their heads skyward to admire the streaks of green and violet race across the black void peppered by gems too numerous to count.  At the top of the arena they noticed the silhouettes of four small figures and a giant one, also looking upward.  The giant pointed to a dot and then his hands moved to and fro in an animated explanation to the children, his foreign words and names muffled further by the distance to Hedy’s ear.
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