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Chapter One: Introduction
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Whatever else may come to pass,

I do not think that on the Day of Direst Judgement

any race other than the Welsh,

or any other language,

will give answer to the Supreme Judge of all

for this small corner of the earth.

—Gerald of Wales

quoting an unnamed Welshman

Description of Wales, AD 1194
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This quote in the Description of Wales from an unnamed Welshman struck enough of a chord in Gerald’s heart, despite his love/hate relationship with his own heritage, for him to make it the final line of his book. Furthermore, that unnamed Welshman had a clear enough concept of his own identity and that of his countrymen, despite the way Wales at the time was divided into many kingdoms, to make the comment in the first place. More amazing still, the sentiment continues to resonate for many Welsh people and lovers of Wales eight hundred and twenty-four years later.

This comment, in fact, is placed at the end of the book as a warning to Gerald’s Norman masters that conquering the Welsh landscape was one thing, but conquering people’s hearts and minds was another matter entirely.

Wales was conquered, however, and the story of that conquest presents a problem for the medieval fiction writer. I love history and reading about history, but real history often ends badly for the heroes—and pretty much always ends badly in medieval Wales with a main character who dies an unpleasant and premature death. That can make it difficult to craft a tale that is an enjoyable read.

And few endings have had a greater impact on the progress—or lack thereof—of a country than the death on December 11, 1282 of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last Welsh Prince of Wales, at a little place west of Builth Wells called Cilmeri.

From the moment of Llywelyn’s death, King Edward I of England endeavored to temper—and even eliminate—that Welsh sense of self, indicated in Gerald’s book, to the point of expunging any mention of Aber Garth Celyn, the Welsh royal court, from public documents. Though he never succeeded in extinguishing Welsh nationalism, as many a Welsh person could tell you, he was ruthless in his efforts. Unlike the twenty-firsters in the After Cilmeri series, King Edward was trying to meld a united kingdom out of disparate peoples by making England and English culture pre-eminent. He took the crown, the piece of the true cross, and even the title, Prince of Wales, which he bestowed on his own son.
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The After Cilmeri series follows a different path. It takes the ambush and assassination of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, throws in some time travel, and asks what if?

What if Llywelyn survived Cilmeri? What might happen afterwards to the two teenagers who saved him?

Of all the key points in Welsh history, that one day, that single hour, when Llywelyn was lured into an ambush and assassinated, stands out to me as a turning point.

Most moments in history aren’t as pivotal. Sometimes it’s hard to say when the tide definitely turned.

But even at the time, it was said that had Llywelyn lived only a few more weeks, all of Wales would have flocked to his banner. Not only would King Edward have run out of money for his war, but with the defeat at the Menai Strait only a month earlier, Edward’s barons might have withdrawn their support. Llywelyn could have solidified his hold on the whole country, and Edward might have given up his quest to conquer Wales. Af- ter all, it was December 11th, with true winter coming on, and the failure of the assassination plot might have been the final nail in the coffin of a war that had not been going well for England.

Orson Welles once said, “If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your story.”

My problem is that I didn’t want the story to stop where it did—with the death of the hero. The life and death of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd was a story that desperately needed someone to rewrite it. At least I thought so.

And so I did.

This story has obviously evolved over the subsequent twelve years of writing fifteen books, but I have always endeavored to stay true to that original vision. Daughter of Time has been called a ‘love letter to Wales’. The comment was meant as a criticism, but after nearly twenty years of spending more than half my time in medieval Wales, I have no choice but to embrace the notion unapologetically.

I do love Wales. I love England and Scotland too. I have loved writing these books, and it is my sense that many readers have loved reading them. Thus, I thought it was time to dive deeply into the world that I created. The following pages include a discussion of Welsh history, timelines, descriptions of characters and castles, family trees, maps, photographs, and a peek into the process of writing the books themselves. Welcome to The After Cilmeri Series Companion.

––––––––
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How it All Started
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Sometimes, as with the death of Llywelyn, it’s easy to pinpoint that moment where everything changes. When you look across the room and say to yourself, I’m going to marry him. Or stare down at those two pink lines on the pregnancy test, when you’re only twenty-two and been married for a month and a half and are living on $800 a month because you’re both still in school and my God how is this going to work? Because, as my writing partner, Anna, says, “Nothing goes better with no money and no idea where we’re going to be living in 9 months than a new baby, right?”

And sometimes, it’s possible to see that moment of change only in retrospect. Until I was eleven, my parents tell me they thought I was going to grow up to be a hippie. I wandered through the swampy woods of our 2 ½ acres, making up poems and singing them to my- self. By the time I’d turned twelve, however, whether because of family pressures or the realities of school, I put all that creativity and whimsicalness into a box on a high shelf in my mind. And once I reached my late teens, I routinely told people that I didn’t “have a creative bone in my body.” It makes me sad to think of all those years where I thought the creative side of me didn’t exist.

When I was in my twenties and a full-time mother of two, my husband and I took our family to a picnic with his graduate school department. I was pleased at how friendly and accepting everyone seemed. And then one of the other graduate students turned to me out of the blue and said, “Do you really think you can jump back into a job after staying home with your kids for five or ten years?”

I remember staring at him, not knowing what to say. It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought about it, but that it didn’t matter—it couldn’t matter—because I had this job to do, and the consequences of staying home with my kids were something I’d just have to face when the time came.

Fast forward ten years and it was clear that this friend had been right in his incredulity. I was earning $15 an hour as a part-time contract anthropologist, trying to supplement our in- come while at the same time holding the fort at home. I remember the day it became clear it wasn’t working. I was simultaneously folding laundry, cooking dinner, and slogging through a report I didn’t want to write, trying to get it all in before the baby (number four, by now) woke up. I put my head down, right there on the dryer, and cried.

It was time to seek another path. Time to follow my heart and do what I’d wanted to do for a long time but hadn’t had the courage or the belief in myself to make happen.

I had spent the previous four years slowly working my way back to creativity. In 2002, we moved to a small town in Oregon. Because we lived on the dry side of the state, I started learning everything I could about low-water plants and designing what sixteen years later is still a beautiful garden.

I then moved on to quilting, something I could do with my children, and though I never got particularly good at sewing anything but a straight line, I learned to love the colors and the feel of the fabric and to use my instincts to create something that again I believed to be beautiful.

Then, at the age of thirty-seven, on April 1, 2006, I started my first novel, just to see if I could. I wrote it in six weeks, and it was bad in a way that all first books are bad. It was about elves and magic stones and will never see the light of day. My family knows not to publish it after my death. But it taught me many things, among them: I can do this!

In the five years that followed, I discovered that I loved writing, despite experiencing a humbling amount of rejection along my newfound path. Over seventy agents and then dozens of editors (once I found an agent) read my books and passed them over. Again and again.

Meanwhile, I wrote. I started another series. When I cried on my husband’s shoulder at how many rejections I received, he told me, “Give it five years.”

At the time, I thought he meant give it five years and see if you’re making any money. What he actually meant, of course, was give it five years and see if you still love it. Regardless, I wrote more books, for a total of eight. And still ... received nothing but rejection from the powers-that-be.

Then, in the autumn of 2010, my agent gave the book he was trying to sell, The Last Pendragon, back to me and told me that if I had something else to give him, he’d try to sell that, but we had nowhere else to go with the book. Although I did send him one of my other books, internally I was at a crossroads and faced a stark choice: let The Last Pendragon molder in the bottom of my laptop for eternity with my first novel—or publish it myself.

I chose the latter. In September of 2010, I uploaded my book to Barnes & Noble Nook for free.

The response was immediate, and I gave away ten thousand books in three months. Then, at the end of December, a reader emailed me and said two things:

1) she loved my books, and 2) please don’t give them away anymore. They were too good for that.

I still give away thousands of books every year, but I took her advice on the rest and started publishing my books myself.

And then, on March 31, 2011, one day short of five years from the day I first put fingers to keyboard, I received my first payment from Amazon for the sale of my books. My husband had been right.

While I think of myself as staid, even somewhat conservative, my extended family apparently has decided that those years where I showed little creativity were just a phase. The other day, my husband told me of several conversations he either overheard or had with them, in which it became clear they thought I was so alternative and creative—so far off the map—that I didn’t even remember there was a map.

I haven’t really forgotten. It’s just that the maps I’m interested in are the ones in this book.
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The Writing Process
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Possibly the most common question I’m asked is to explain my writing process, followed immediately by where my ideas come from. Because I don’t want to offend the questioner, I don’t usually answer with the truth, which is that I find talking about my writing process boring, and that ideas are a dime a dozen.

The hard thing isn’t coming up with an idea; it’s coming up with an idea that can carry me through 350 pages and fifteen books.

But I thought I’d answer the questions here anyway, since when I’m not being obnoxious, I really don’t think there’s such a thing as a stupid question. Maybe not even a boring one.

In American culture, writers are often placed on a pedestal. Spurred on by some authors of hallowed literary fiction, who are or were depressed and unhappy people, writers are often viewed as solitary souls, pounding away on a typewriter for years at a time, crafting every word and sentence until they are satisfied that they have achieved some level of perfection. A famous story from Oscar Wilde was that his hard day of work consisted of spending all morning putting in a comma and all afternoon taking it out again.

Unfortunately, the story is often taken seriously, rather than for the joke it was (if he even said it).

I don’t write that way. I don’t think that way either. And while good stories always to one extent or another lay bare my own personality and experiences, I don’t write to exorcise my own demons. I write to entertain myself and my readers, as my favorite quote from Donna Tartt states:
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The first duty of the novelist is to entertain. It is a moral duty. People who read your books are sick, sad, traveling, in the hospital waiting room while someone is dying. Books are writ- ten by the alone for the alone.
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I’ve always been a drafter, which means I write drafts. Some writers I know feel the book is all but finished by the time they reach the last line because they have gone over the entire text many times before they finally come to the end. By contrast, every book I’ve written has gone through literally dozens of drafts as I work through the book from beginning to end and then go back to the beginning to start working through it all over again. In general, I don’t even know what the story is truly about until after the second draft.

When I’m actively writing a novel, I write 1000 words a day, every day. That might sound like a lot at first, but it’s only four pages double-spaced. Some days it takes me a few hours to do, and some days, when I’m on a roll, only an hour and a half.

Because writing, when it’s going well, is like magic. Usually, when I put my fingers to the keyboard in the morning, I have only the vaguest idea—and sometimes no idea at all—what comes next in a story. And then I start typing. Maybe it’s just the first sentence, maybe it takes a whole page before the magic kicks in, but when it works, what comes out of my fingers are ideas, characters, and scenes about which I had no notion five minutes before.

From the outside, it might sound like a crazy way to work, but after forty novels, I have learned to trust the process.
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Making Mistakes
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When it comes to the information in my books, I’m very much a perfectionist. I obsess over little details, and some days when I’m in the middle of writing and come across something I don’t know, I can spend two hours researching a factoid that takes up half a sentence. At the same time, while I endeavor to make the details in my books as accurate as possible, the desire to get the story out into the world eventually becomes paramount. As in most endeavors, there is a point of diminishing returns.

That said, there are clearly times when I simply make a mistake. An easy out would be to say that my setting is an alternate universe where things are different, but that doesn’t make them correct. Sometimes I catch errors, either at the last moment before publication or immediately thereafter. Sometimes it is a reader who kindly points out the mistake to me, and I hastily make the correction. Sometimes I don’t learn of them until long after release. Thankfully, those appear to be few and far between.

In the last year, however, I have had to come to terms with two significant geographical mistakes in the After Cilmeri series, neither of which is correctable within the context of the books. I am well aware that I am geographically challenged. When I write north, half the time I really mean south. The same is true for east and west. During the editing process, I globally search my books for cardinal directions to make sure that I really mean what I wrote.

In Ashes of Time, Llywelyn rides through the pass at Aberglaslyn on the old Roman road on the eastern side of the river. Having seen the place for myself, while not necessarily impossible, in our world the Roman road actually ran on the western side of the river.
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Map: Aberglaslyn Pass
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Photo: Aberglaslyn Pass looking north
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The second geographical mistake is that Annan, the village where David and Ieuan dock in the beginning of Prince of Time, is in the wrong place. Or rather, the actual village of Annan is where I meant for them to dock, but the geography that I wrote into the book—particularly a cliff off which David could jump with Ieuan in his arms—is some sixteen miles to the west of where the village actually lies.
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Annan and the cliffs
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That I could make these kinds of mistakes arises out of a confluence of lack of information and neglect. In both instances, I hadn’t visited the place before publication to confirm for myself what it looked like. At the time of the writing of Prince of Time in 2007, the satellite imagery that I use now was not available. When I published the book in 2011, the data was available, but being geographically challenged, I simply forgot to double-check my information.
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