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A historical epic, Lion Rampant is set in medieval Wales and tells the tale of Nest, a princess known as ‘the Welsh Helen of Troy’. Nest was a lover of King Henry I of England, married the steward of a Pembrokeshire castle (giving rise to the fitzStephen and fitzGerald families, including Gerald of Wales), and was later abducted by a marauding Welsh noble, her kinsman Owain. This is the story of the adventure, intrigue, and warfare in the various kingdoms of Wales during the twelfth century.
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PROLOGUE


Within a few years of 1066, all England had been conquered by the Norman invaders. However, the Celtic princedoms of Scotland, Ireland and Wales retained their independence to varying degrees for centuries longer.


The Princes of Wales, in spite of their constant in-fighting, owed their freedom to the mountains which had also protected them from the Romans and Saxons. These same mountains posed too difficult a problem for William the Conqueror to deal with himself – he and his successors were too interested in England and Normandy. He delegated the problem to a few of his favourite henchmen, who became Lords of the Marches along the Welsh border. In effect, these became subsidiary kingdoms under the overall sovereignty of the monarch. The Marcher Lords had absolute power in their realms and were free to enlarge their territory westwards at the expense of the Welsh princes.


The Marcher Lords, in turn, delegated a lesser power to their own knights, adventurers who were willing to cut out estates for themselves by force of arms. Both they and the lords themselves drove into Wales, their success varying greatly at different periods and in different areas.


From the first, the coastal plains at the extreme north and south fell easy prey, but the central mountain mass continued to give it age-old protection, both to the peaks of Gwynedd and part of Powys in the north and to the remote coastal area in the west, especially Ceredigion (the modern Cardiganshire).


Dyfed (the modern Pembrokeshire), being contiguous with the South Wales coastal strip, was more vulnerable. William the Conqueror made a sabre-rattling procession there in 1081, under the pretext of a pilgrimage to the shrine of St. David. Whilst there, he came to an arrangement with Rhys ap Tewdwr1, supreme prince of South Wales, by which, on payment of tribute to the Conqueror, Rhys’ lands would be safe from invasion by the hovering Marcher Lords. Though William was able to control these rapacious lords during his lifetime, their ambition tore loose on several occasions during the reigns of his sons, William Rufus and Henry I, leading to the open revolt of the great Montgomery family against the Crown at the turn of the century.


William’s pact with Rhys was honoured for his lifetime but, within weeks of Rhys’ assassination in 1093 – by an over-ambitious Norman occupier of Brecon – both Normans and opportunist Welsh princes tore into Dyfed and Ceredigion to begin a wrestling match for territory that was to last for another two hundred years.


Prince Rhys had a daughter, Nest, whose reputed beauty has caused her to be called ‘Helen of Wales’. Her name is woven into Welsh history – and into that of Ireland and England – more deeply than any other Welsh woman before or since. Her beauty plunged West Wales into battle, fire and vendetta that was to flare up again and again for years to come.


This is the story of the seven most eventful of those years.





1Rhys, son of Tudor




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


CHRISTMAS DAY 1109


The frosty moonlight gave the scene an ethereal brilliance. To the Porter at the outer gate, the royal compound seemed carved from silver, suspended against the blackness of the woods across the river.


There was not a breath of wind to disturb the hazy smoke which filtered through the wattled eaves of the great hall. It climbed slowly into the diamond-studded sky, as if undecided whether to drift over the sea to Ireland, or back up the Teifi valley to lose itself in the hills of West Wales.


The Porter had eaten his Christmas meal some hours before, snug in his own hut with his buxom wife and three children. Now he was resigned to spending the rest of the night at the opening in the stockade, unlikely to be disturbed by anyone save latecomers to the prince’s feast. His spear could lie idle and his dagger could rust in its scabbard: although there were Normans across the river in Dyfed, the gate would not need defending against them this night. Prince Cadwgan2 ruled all Ceredigion and most of Powys. There had been peace these last few years – albeit an uneasy one.


The Porter scratched himself and pulled his sheep’s fleece closer against the frost. His woman would bring him a bowl of soup at midnight but, until then, all he had to do was imagine the rich food and drink that was being poured down the throats of the revellers inside the hall. This was the first Christmas for the new building and Cadwgan was celebrating with an extravagant feast. The old hall had burned down last spring and the prince had it rebuilt in the fancy new style, with dry stone walls up to a man’s height, pierced with openings to let in the light. Many thought it mere aping of the new fortresses of the French and suspected that Cadwgan’s Norman wife had nagged him into it. The Porter scowled at the thought. She would be in there now, glutting her fat body on good food, the old cow! He hoped that she choked on it.


Looking up at the full moon, he calculated that there were little more than three hours before midnight and his dish of cawl. Getting late, he mused. Owain and his hotheads had better be quick or they’ll miss the best of the food. Everyone else that Prince Cadwgan had invited had arrived long ago, so where was his eldest son and heir? There had been a lot of speculation in the armoury that morning as to whether Owain would get an invitation at all, after that business in Powys last week. Cadwgan had just about despaired of his eldest son, they said – and that old French bitch did all she could to twist the knife in the wound.


The Porter looked around again at the wooden palisade of the Welsh castle, enclosing its two acres of ground. The other guard should be patrolling there somewhere, unless he’d slipped back into his dwelling for a quick fumble with his new wife! His eye fell on the Hall again, with its steeply pitched roof of rush thatch and turf. A faint buzz of voices and the clatter of dishes came tantalizingly across the compound, but a moment later his keen ears picked up another sound.


From the north, where the coast track ran down the length of Ceredigion to this fortress of Din-geraint3, the rumble of hooves came faintly through the night air, as they hammered across the open moorland beyond the woods.


The Porter smiled to himself in the brittle cold. Owain ap Cadwgan was coming! Owain, favourite of the men, idol of the little boys – and devastator of the maidens!


Owain was coming – now the Christmas feast should really come to life!


Inside the hall of Din-geraint, enough drink had flowed to get the party well under way. This was one of the three feasts of the year when the womenfolk were allowed to share the Hall with the men and their presence added spice to the revels. Both young men and old fools showed off before them, their eager tongues wagging from too much mead, bragget and new beer. In the centre of the earthen floor, between the middle pair of the six huge tree trunks that supported the roof, was a great fire, piled with peat and topped with a massive yule log.


Through the blue haze of smoke which hung amongst the rough rafters, a hubbub of gossip, laughter and the clatter of wooden dishes confirmed the good spirits of the hundred or so people in the Hall. Cadwgan himself was already half drunk and full of the expansive good nature that a dozen horns of spiced mead had induced. Even his snobbish, patronizing wife, her fat buttocks drooped over the chair next to him, permitted herself a few strained smiles from time to time.


‘Well, lady, what do you think of our new hall?’


The prince waved an unsteady hand at the low stone walls, hung with Christmas garlands of laurel and holly.


Her once-handsome face, thickened by two dropsical pregnancies, cracked into a supercilious sneer.


‘It would make a good cottage for a serf in England,’ she rasped, ‘or a fair pigsty in Normandy … why can’t you build all in stone, like civilized people?’


Cadwgan scowled and turned his head away. His good humour drained away as if the woman had pulled a plug from the bottom of his soul. Pigsty, be damned! Old pig herself! He’d had six sons by different women and daughters by too many others to remember, but had managed to avoid marrying any of them, until he got saddled with a wife like this – and a Norman into the bargain. No wonder a man took to drink! The thought brought him back to the present and he banged furiously on the table with his gold-banded drinking horn. His cupbearer, hovering nervously nearby, leapt to refill the vessel and spilt some mead on the scrubbed table alongside the prince’s silver plate.


‘You clumsy fool!’ snarled Cadwgan, giving the man a vicious backward blow in the stomach with his elbow.


As the man slunk away, Cadwgan felt instant remorse. He knew that he was getting old and losing his grip. Ten years ago, a clumsy servant would have had a cheerful clout on the ear, followed by a hearty slap on the back – and gone away grinning with pride. Now his serfs hated him, his freemen pitied him and his gentlemen despised him. When they went to battle – which, thank God, was now rarely enough – instead of clamouring to die for him, they found every excuse to slink away and only recovered their old vigour when Owain appeared on the scene.


Tears of drunken self-pity began to well up in Cadwgan’s red-rimmed eyes as he gulped the strong mead. He stared mistily out across the raised upper hall at his guests and his officers, then sniffed noisily, rubbing at his eyes with the linen sleeve of his tunic. No one took much notice of him – he was respected there not for himself, but for his princely rank in the strict hierarchy of Welsh royal protocol. He was the son of Bleddyn – and Bleddyn was long dead. By this token, Cadwgan was Prince of Powys and Ceredigion – at least, for as long as the French condescended to respect their pact leaving him in authority there.


But there was little love for Cadwgan himself. He knew that when his sons looked at him, they were mentally calculating how long he might live, so that their chance would come. And the way he felt some days, with these attacks of the yellow skin and vomiting of blood, they would not have very long to wait.


His eyes pricked again, but with a sudden flare of his old spirit he jumped to his feet and slammed a horny hand on to the table. Immediately, the Silentiary – one of the ten officers of the Court entitled to a chair in the privileged upper hall – sprang to his feet, struck the nearest roof pillar with his staff and bellowed in a resounding voice:


‘Silence! Yr Arglwydd4 speaks!’


The tumult melted away like snow in a flame and one young woman in the lower hall who giggled in the silence got an ear-warming buffet from the matron next to her.


Prince Cadwgan ap Bleddyn ap Cynfyn leaned heavily with his fists on the table, to steady himself. He raised one arm in the tired gesture of an old man, though he was hardly turned fifty.


‘My guests … my kindred … my people! I give you welcome on this day of Jesus Christ.’


The arm drooped and Cadwgan swayed slightly and fell silent. The Chief Guest, sitting two chairs away on the prince’s right hand, looked decidedly embarrassed. Rhydderch ap Tewdwr had married Cadwgan’s sister Hunydd, but had no particular wish to be present when the Prince of Powys fell flat on his face in the dishes at his own Christmas feast.


But his brother-in-law pulled himself together and gazed blearily down into the main hall, where crowded tables lined the walls.


‘Seven years of peace have I given you … seven years since we last fought for our land against King Henry!’


His voice was strong again, but his tongue sounded too big for his mouth.


You bloody old liar, thought Rhydderch cynically. You joined your brothers in helping Norman against Norman – and when you found that you had backed the loser, you changed sides within the hour.


Even Cadwgan seemed to realize in his fuddled mind that he was on the wrong tack. He switched his platitudes to less delicate matters.


‘Tonight we sit in the greatest hall in Ceredigion.’ He swept his hand uncertainly up to the dark recesses of the roof. ‘Eat your fill and drink well! When the tables are cleared, we will have a night of entertainment before us. I have called bards from the ten commotes5 and beyond, to compete before us.’


He swayed slightly again and his Chancellor half-rose to grab him. But the prince gripped the table edge with one hand and threw up his drinking horn with the other.


‘The day of Jesus Christ!’ he yelled hoarsely.


‘The day of Jesus Christ!’ echoed another roar from the Chief of the Household of Din-geraint, jumping from his chair at the far end of the lower hall. Reluctantly, the whole assembly lumbered to its feet and raggedly repeated the Holy toast.


Then, as their voices died and the gulping of mead and beer subsided, there was the sudden sound of hooves rattling on the frozen ground outside. The tinkle of harness and the sound of voices came through the woollen drapes that hung over the entrance.


The Doorward rushed forward, but he was too late. Though a big man himself, he was brushed aside by the solid mass of youthful humanity that erupted through the curtains.


All eyes were on the doorway as the leader, a redhead with shoulders like an ox, stopped on the threshold and stood grinning at the standing crowd.


‘God be with you all!’ he cried. ‘But there’s no need for you to rise to your feet for me … I’m not prince yet!’


It was a perfect entrance and, with the typical Welsh sense of drama, the assembly took full advantage. The drinking cups went up again, with about twenty times as much enthusiasm as for Cadwgan’s toast.


‘Owain … Owain … Owain!’ they chanted exuberantly, ‘Owain the Valiant, Lion of Powys!’


Smiling hugely, the auburn-haired princeling strode forward, closely followed by eight other young men. The Penteulu – the Chief of the Household – came forward to clasp Owain’s arm in an affectionate greeting. The young man threw back his great riding cloak of green wool and unbuckled his sword belt.


‘Take this, friend … there are no French to do battle with in here tonight … at least, no Frenchmen,’ he added wickedly, with a pointed glance up the Hall towards Marie de Sai, his stepmother.


As surreptitious giggles and guffaws rippled round the Hall, the other men were throwing off their cloaks and removing their arms, as courtesy demanded.


Immediately behind Owain was his closest brother, Morgan. They began striding up towards the fire to greet their father.


Cadwgan watched them approach with mixed feelings. Pride at fathering such men battled with anxiety, and not a little jealousy. The eternal strife between the generations was far stronger here than usual and most of it was directed at his eldest boy.


Morgan, son of a different mother – as all his sons were, except the two recent brats of the Frenchwoman – was Owain’s satellite. Though strong, brave and clever in his own right, Morgan stood in the shadow of his elder brother’s vibrant personality. The heir was self-assured to the point of arrogance – Morgan watched his flank and his rear and made up in calculating coolness for what he lacked in his brother’s fire and impulsiveness.


The two young men stepped up between the low screen that separated the lower from the upper Hall and stopped before the prince.


They bent their heads dutifully to him.


‘Arglwydd, we wish you well,’ said Owain simply.


‘Greetings, our father, on this day of Christ,’ added Morgan.


Cadwgan looked suspiciously at Owain, who was smiling innocently. He saw that his son was strikingly dressed in a mottled wolfskin hung over a fine green tunic. Around his neck was a slim torc of twisted gold.


The father glared from Owain across to the dark face of the swarthy Morgan, then back to his eldest son.


‘I greet both my sons and welcome them to this house, which is as much theirs as mine,’ he muttered formally. His watery gaze remained fixed on Owain. ‘I trust that you have been acting with some restraint since we last met?’ he growled thickly, thinking of the journey he must make the very next day, to smooth over some feathers that Owain had recently ruffled in Powys.


The auburn-haired young man gave a little bow.


‘I only try to keep your lord’s domain free from traitors and to slit a few filthy French throats.’


As he said the last words, he looked pointedly at where the obese Marie de Sai sat champing a boiled fowl. She reddened and only a mouthful of meat gave Morgan time to grab Owain’s tunic and pull him across to a vacant space at a table against the opposite wall. While the woman spat insults into Cadwgan’s ear, Owain and his brother squeezed themselves behind the tables and slid their legs over a long bench. Though the heir was entitled to one of the coveted chairs allotted to persons of distinction, he had long ago refused to take one while his other brothers had to do without. The battle with his father over this breach of tradition had long ago been fought and no one raised their eyebrows when the Edling6 slid onto a common bench.


He now found himself next to the pretty young daughter of the Chief Judge, who sat on his privileged chair on the other side of the girl.


As he sat down, two beaming servants hurried up with wooden bowls of steaming broth. There were hunks of bara canryg to steep in it – bread made from wheat and rye – as well as plain wheaten loaves and rye cakes. The table groaned with food, though it was restricted in variety at this time of year. Almost all the cattle were slaughtered in November, as only breeding animals could be fed through the winter, but there was plenty of salted beef, and pork and poultry in plenty. Fish, eggs, apples, honey, curds and hot oatcakes lay on wooden platters, the rare metal dishes being reserved for the highest folk and their chief guests.


A servant jogged up with a great joint of boar’s flesh sizzling on a skewer, the fat still burning at one end. Owain courteously sliced off a few pieces for the girl and laid them on the scrubbed boards before her, where she expertly barricaded them with bread crusts to keep the gravy and molten fat from running on to the white linen of her best robe.


After hacking off some great chunks for himself with his dagger, Owain settled down to eat with one hand and drink with the other. When his first thirst had been quenched, he used the free arm to better purpose by slipping it around the slim waist of the giggling girl next to him, her mantle shielding it from the judicial stare of her stately father.


Gwenllian was sixteen, a mature age for a spinster in days when girls became marriageable at twelve. She was spoken for by the son of the Penteulu in Gwynionydd, another commote of Ceredigion, but he was miles away tonight and a last-chance flirt with Owain the Valiant was one to be grasped eagerly. She slid closer along the bench and gently used her elbow to coax his hand nearer her breast.


Though he responded readily, she noticed petulantly that there was not a second’s hesitation in the rhythm of his jaws. The young bloods had arrived late from Powys and had to catch up on the food before the tables were taken away for the entertainments. Gwenllian had already eaten her fill and was merely playing with the food that Owain had cut for her. She slipped pieces down to the sleek hunting dogs and corgis that crouched wide-eyed beneath the tables.


As Owain crunched his way through pig, game and beef, he watched his profile against the glow of the fire and the flicker of the rush lights. There was strength in every line of his face, from the rather heavy brows to the clean-shaven chin, aggressive and pugnacious. Though most Welshmen shaved their heads up to a circular rim, Owain kept his hair longer and an unruly russet lock bobbed over his forehead. As he tore pieces from the boar’s shin bone, Gwenllian noticed his gleaming teeth. Even in a land where cleaning them with hazel twig was a ritual, his were unusually white and strong – most other men of twenty-five had lost a few from either fighting or disease.


She wriggled contentedly and felt his hand slide up her cloak to cup her breast.


‘And how is my Gwenllian these days?’


Owain swallowed his meat and bent his face to her ear. He had known her about the court since she was a baby, but that did not prevent him from fully appreciating her lately developed attractions.


‘All the better for seeing you, my Owain – it’s half a year now, I feared to hear of you being married!’


He laughed and squeezed her playfully. ‘Married! Why should I ever marry when there are lively girls like you about? Or do you want me to end up like my father, driven to the mead horn by that haughty French cow!’


He picked up a pheasant drumstick and pointed it across at Cadwgan’s Norman wife, spitting out the words with a virulence that surprised even the resilient Gwenllian. She decided to change the subject, in case Owain’s volatile moods swung again and made him stop massaging her under her mantle.


‘What do you think of our prince’s choice of Chief Guest tonight, Owain? He never had much love of Rhydderch before, even if he was wed to his sister.’


Owain shrugged, not taking his eyes off Marie de Sai nor his lips from the food.


The girl spoke again, with the worrying persistence of her sex. ‘Do you think your father has designs on Cantref Mawr7, that he’s playing up so to his brother-in-law?’


The eldest son switched his gaze to the Chief Guest, who sat immediately opposite, a few seats from the prince. In the courts of Welsh princes, the lord sat on the right hand, not at the top of the hall as with the Saxons and Normans.


Owain saw a handsome man, with a black beard and moustache. Rhydderch wore unusually fine garments and had a magnificent golden torc around his neck.


‘Rhydderch ap Tewdwr, brother of the great Rhys,’ he mused aloud. ‘My dear uncle-in-law, who I wouldn’t trust with half a groat when my back was turned.’


Gwenllian giggled again. ‘He doesn’t look short of half a groat, nor even a hundred pounds. Look at that satin robe on his wife – and his own neck plate!’ Owain stopped eating and glared across the upper hall with a fixity that made his uncle stare back in annoyance.


‘That torc belonged to his brother, Rhys ap Tewdwr, the last true Prince of Deheubarth,’ declared Owain in a loud, carrying voice. ‘And he wore it by strength of arms, not as a lickspittle of the damned French!’


The powerful voice happened to hit a lull in the babble of voices and Gwenllian suddenly felt like sinking under the table with the dogs.


Alongside Owain, Morgan sighed and automatically felt for the absent hilt of his sword.


The Judge turned to glare at the heir, who blithely ignored him but, on the opposite table, Rhydderch turned red above his beard, twisting to see if Cadwgan was taking any notice.


The prince, however, had chosen not to hear, though Marie de Sai began hissing a commentary into his unwelcoming ear.


Owain calmly tore a wheaten loaf in half and began to pour honey along its length. Though Gwenllian’s ear was no more than a foot away, he carried on in a conversational tone that could be heard halfway down the Hall.


‘Rhys ap Tewdwr was a great man – he gave his life at Brecon Gaer in trying to keep de Neufmarché’s vultures out of these lands. He would turn in his grave to see a Welsh vassal of the French playing at being prince in his old palace of Dinefwr!’8


He intended his words to be insulting and he succeeded. Rhydderch sprang to his feet, his heavy chair going over backwards with a crash. The black brows hung like thunderclouds over his furious face. He turned and shouted, not at Owain, but at Cadwgan, the host.


‘Prince and brother – I have watched this son of yours grow bigger and more insolent as the years went by. But did you invite me to your feast only to be a sport for your unruly offspring?’


His neck veins stood out like purple worms as he pointed a quivering finger in Owain’s direction. He was no coward and the heir’s brash insults were unfair, even if it was true that he held his lands in Cantref Mawr by condescension of the Normans. When his brother Rhys had been killed sixteen years earlier, the Kingdom of Deheubarth had been fragmented by Welsh and Norman alike. Rhydderch, like Cadwgan, was at least managing to keep a Welsh hold on some of the land, not like the utter subjection of Penbroch and Morgannwg9 by the Normans and their Flemish underlings.


Owain ate on with insolent unconcern, but this time Cadwgan could not continue his pretence of sudden deafness. He lumbered to his feet, groaning inwardly at his fate in having such a wayward son. Morgan watched anxiously, his deeper sensitivity feeling a great foreboding for his brother.


‘Owain, come here!’


The prince’s voice grated through the ominous quiet in the Hall.


Though dissipated and tired, the enormity of having his Chief Guest so grossly insulted by his own son brought an edge to his voice that rang subconscious echoes of childhood chastisements to Owain.


His grin vanished and he climbed sullenly off his bench to walk across to face his father once more.


The whole hall fell deadly quiet. Family quarrels, even those of the Chief of the Kindred, were not things to be hidden beneath a polite veneer of manners. A squabble was public property, something to be talked over across the hut fires in the long winter evenings. Everyone watched, their eyes flicking from father to son, as Owain stood with hands on hips, defiant yet wary, for Lord Cadwgan was not yet written off as a power in his lands.


They faced each other across the table. The Prince’s Foot-holder doubled up on his stool to miss any buffets that may be let fly. A full quarter of a minute passed in utter silence as they eyed each other. Morgan waited anxiously as the figure of his brother stood erect, the flames flickering on his wolfskin and his slim-legged buff trousers.


Then Owain’s head bowed slightly and Morgan – and the whole court – knew that he had submitted, without a word being spoken.


‘Owain, you are a trial to my soul!’


Cadwgan’s voice held a trace of a whine, rather than of towering rage. ‘As a child you were quarrelsome and as a youth you caused me ceaseless anxiety. Three years ago you murdered Meurig and Griffri, your own cousins – and evil seems to have followed you ever since.’


His son’s head jerked up, his green eyes blazing in the torchlight.


‘Murdered? You call that murder! Is every man killed in a fight to be accounted a murder at the gates of heaven?’


His flaring temper had exploded again and Morgan’s fingers dug deep into the crust he was holding as a spasm of anxiety gripped him again. Owain flung up an arm dramatically. ‘If ridding Powys of the sons of Trahearne was murder, then how many score of murders can be laid at your feet, my father! How many men did you murder that day at Coed Yspwys?’


The mention of Cadwgan’s greatest battle against the Normans, many years ago, made his old head jerk up. Owain, who could sometimes be as wily as he was rash, had spiked his father’s anger with a single sentence. Cadwgan, who had been going to dismiss his son ignominiously from the Hall, softened his voice.


‘You have offended against the rules of hospitality, my son. You have insulted not only my guest, but a kinsman, beneath our own roof. I can only think it was your youth, your thoughtlessness and the new mead. You will ask Rhydderch’s pardon – or leave this Hall.’ He ended bluntly and sat down with a thud of finality.


The Hall waited with bated breath.


Would their Owain yield or not? Much as they hated the thought of him submitting to the unpopular Rhydderch, the rest of the evening would be sterile without his presence.


Owain hesitated before his father, as if calculating how much he could get away with. Behind him, Morgan willed him desperately not to get deeper into trouble and to take the face-saver that his father was offering.


‘Apologize!’ rasped Cadwgan, uncompromisingly. He pointed down the table with a finger that was an ultimatum.


Owain scowled. ‘I had better leave, Arglwydd,’ he muttered.


There was a clatter behind him, as Morgan rose quickly to his feet. ‘Then I go too,’ said the brother.


Even Gwenllian started to get up, but her father pulled her down with a bump that made her teeth rattle.


Owain looked over his shoulder at Morgan standing ready to share his disgrace. A split second went by in weighing up the situation, then he shrugged philosophically, his temper having fallen as quickly as it had risen.


‘Sit, my brother!’ He walked the few steps to stand before Rhydderch and smiled down as charmingly as if he was wishing him the best of a fine spring morning.


‘Lord, my kinsman – I fear the cold air of our ride from Llanbadarn and the over-strong drink of my father’s knavish brewer combined to make my tongue wag foolishly. To be beneath the roof of my own kindred makes my sin the greater. I pray that the goodwill of this day of Jesus Christ will allow you to pardon me.’


Rhydderch looked up from beneath his black brows. The insolence of this young man was notorious and it was time he was taught a lesson. Yet it was a difficult time and place for such teaching. Rhydderch turned his head to look down the table at his brother-in-law, but his eyes fell first on his own wife.


Hunydd was staring up at the handsome Owain in moist-lipped admiration. Though he was her nephew, he was only eight years younger and Rhydderch well knew that she shared all the other women’s adoration of Cadwgan’s heir.


She had even insisted on calling their second-born son after him and Rhydderch knew that if he rejected Owain’s sweet apology, Hunydd would punish him with a month’s frigidity, as well as endless wagging of her tongue.


The Lord of Cantref Mawr sighed and turned his eyes back to Owain, who stood there as innocent as any choirboy.


‘Your tongue would charm bees from a hive,’ he said harshly, ‘but inside that manly body you still have the mind and manners of a brash child. Go back now to your place and employ your hasty tongue on meat and wenches – not in idle insults about which you know little truth.’


Owain’s face hardened, but he kept his temper in check for once in his life. He had expected counter-insults in return and was prepared to swallow them while under his father’s roof. He nodded curtly to Rhydderch, gave his aunt a flashing smile which made her toes curl, then swung away and returned to his place at the table.


Morgan gave his arm a comradely squeeze as he sat down, but Owain’s mercurial moods had swung to the depths for the moment. He ignored Gwenllian and fell to eating and drinking as if he were crunching Rhydderch’s bones and drinking his blood.


The hall returned to normal, partly relieved at Owain’s apology and partly disappointed at the mildness of the royal squabble. Cadwgan, sweating with relief, felt suddenly sober and called for more liquor, under the disapproving eye of his wife, who was about the only woman not susceptible to Owain’s charms.


‘You’ll go down in history as a drunkard, not a prince,’ she grated in his ear. ‘Am I to tell my fine sons that their father died of drink?’


Cadwgan turned his big, heavily lined face to hers, emboldened by a new hornful of mead.


‘Tell them what you like – even the truth!’ he muttered.


‘What do you mean?’ she snapped.


‘Tell them that they exist on this earth only because their father needed to protect his lands by scraping favour with the invaders from the Marches. You don’t think I would have married you otherwise, do you? You fat daughter of a petty French adventurer!’


Marie’s face purpled with rage.


‘Don’t you talk of my father like that, you Welsh savage! Sir Picot de Sai was a gentleman, not aborigine scum like your kind, living in huts in a rain-drenched forest!’


Cadwgan pushed his yellowed cheeks nearer to hers, reckless of her powerful personality.


‘Yes, a real gentleman, your Lord of Clun! Slaughtered barefoot peasants, castrated the men, hunted the women and children for sport – that’s your Norman chivalry!’


This furious sotto voce battle was brought to an abrupt end by the appearance before the table of the Chief of the Household, the permanent custodian of Din-geraint.


‘Arglwydd, it only wants two hours to midnight – will you give the order for the feasting to end, so that we may begin the entertainment?’


Cadwgan tore his furious gaze from the spiteful face of Marie de Sai and brought his wits to bear on matters of the moment.


‘Eh? … entertainments? Yes, get on with it then.’


‘You must give the command, lord,’ the Penteulu reminded him gently. He signalled across to the Silentiary, who jumped to his feet and struck three resounding blows with his staff on the rough-hewn roof pillar.


‘Silence, Yr Arglwydd speaks!’ he yelled.


Cadwgan ap Bleddyn hauled himself to his feet once more. ‘Eat what you have before you, but keep your cups and horns. Bards, see to your strings and voices – we begin the night’s revel!’


Almost before he had finished speaking, the Penteulu waved at the serfs hovering in the shadows. They dashed in to start clearing the debris on the tables – the choice remnants were stuffed into the servants’ tunics as Christmas treats for their families, while the scraps were thrown onto the rushes for the dogs to snarl over. The tables were taken off their trestles and stacked against the wall, while the revellers arranged their benches in ranks facing the great fire.


In the upper hall, Owain crammed down the last mouthful of meat and cleaned his fingers on a piece of bread. His volatile spirits began to lift again and he slid a hand under the table to squeeze Gwenllian’s thigh.


‘Oh, so you’re speaking to me again?’ she said petulantly.


‘I’ll do more than just speak to you this night,’ he promised in a whisper, ‘if we can tie an oat sack over your father’s head first – he seems to disapprove of me.’


The bright-eyed girl giggled as the table was suddenly whipped away and Owain had to remove his hand hastily.


The hall was now in noisy confusion as a jostling throng pushed for the best places. The Doorward stalked around, ejecting those lowly ones with no right to remain. The only serfs left were those waiting with pitchers of mead and beer, ready to quench the thirst of the assembly through the night.


When the hubbub had settled, the Silentiary again struck the centre pillar and called for the Pencerdd, the prince’s Chief of Song. He was a venerable old man, dressed in flowing robes of red, green, black and blue stripes. On his head was a kind of skullcap with an upturned brim and his long, white hair was plaited into a coil on the back of his neck. Standing on the step above the fire, he bowed to Cadwgan and raised the small harp given to him long ago by Bleddyn, the father of the present Prince of Powys.


Instantly, the last whispers died in the great hall and a religious hush fell on the assembly. Expectancy and suspense stiffened the smoky air. The fingers moved and a liquid ripple of sweet music flowed over the Kindred, bringing wonderment and ecstasy to the hearts of rough men who might be killing and plundering the next day.


As the plaintive chords wafted through the night air, the soul-strings of his audience began to vibrate in sympathy. Then the Chief of Song began to sing and all thoughts of family feuds, princely politics and even the ever-present Norman thundercloud began to evaporate under the magic of the hengerdd, the ancient verse handed down with jealous care from generation to generation of bards.


Owain was affected as much as anyone. Brought up in the mystique of the old songs, this was as much magic for him as the next man. Of all the men in the royal court, he respected the Pencerdd most. He had been his teacher, his friend and as much a father figure as Cadwgan himself. As Owain sat in that enchanted place, the thought of now making a disturbance as he had earlier, would have been akin to high treason.


The old man, head thrown back and eyes closed, was singing in a high, clear voice to the roof-trees. The first song, as tradition demanded, was a hymn of glory to God. Then he changed to the equally traditional eulogy of praise to his prince. The bravery, resourcefulness, mercy and godliness of Cadwgan were extolled at great length. The Pencerdd had obviously been working on the song for this special feast, as he had added some new verses, in which Cadwgan’s great battle of Coed Yspwys in 1094 largely figured.


He came to the end of his songs and received a gold ring from the prince for his services. It was now the turn of the lower hall to provide the singer and the Bard of the Household of Din-geraint – a protégé of the Penteulu – got to his feet.


Slowly circling the rush-strewn floor, he drew his own brand of evocative music from his harp and then launched into song. He was a much younger man and his melodious throat rendered the well-loved tales of old – Taliesin and Aneurin and all the verbal half-history, half-legend of the dark but glorious years since the Roman legions had left Britain.


Though every man in the hall knew the verses word-perfect for himself, the whole audience listened enthralled, as with searing passion one moment and velvety caress the next, the Bard Teulu acted out the six hundred years’ history of their land.


When he finished, there was no crude clapping or shouting in the Norman or Saxon fashion. The best compliment he could have was dead silence and some long sighs as his audience slowly came down to earth from the temporary emotional paradise that he had created for them.


Then the mood changed, as there were to be jesters, storytellers and minstrels, who were to inject a light-hearted interlude before the contest of the rival bards. This was a far less serious part of the evening’s entertainment and many of the audience took the opportunity to shift their seats, refill their cups or go outside to relieve themselves. Gwenllian slipped away for some feminine purpose and Owain prodded Morgan’s shoulder. He jerked his head and they slipped away through a small door in the upper hall, which led to the royal – and only – chamber, a smaller wattle building adjacent to the hall itself.


The brothers stepped out on to the hard turf of the compound and walked slowly towards the stockade. Owain shivered in the chill air and pulled his wolf skin more closely around him.


‘This sea-bound Ceredigion can get as cold as our own mountain land in Powys,’ he muttered.


Morgan, the thoughtful one, was silent for a few more frost-crunching paces.


‘Owain, why in God’s name do you provoke your own kinsfolk? You came near to permanent exile and disinheritance tonight.’


‘Ah, a pox on them, the grovelling herd!’ snapped his brother impatiently. ‘My fellow Welshmen sicken me. They boast of their ancient battles and in the same breath talk of their latest bargain with the French. I tell you, Morgan, I hope I never live long enough to grow so feeble that I have to kiss dirty Norman feet.’


Morgan gripped his brother’s elbow. ‘It’s the only way sometimes, Owain. When we are so outnumbered and disunited, what else can we do? Every time we fight, you know the result – the slaughter of our people, blinding, maiming, burning! Better to live and fight another day.’


Owain shrugged impatiently. ‘Sometimes, Morgan – but it gets a habit with these smug princes. Rhydderch, what has he ever done to keep the French out? When his brother Rhys was killed, he was one of the first to grab a piece of Ystrad Tywi for himself and make a treaty with the French for them to let him keep it.’


They walked on in silence past the huts and outbuildings of the main fortress of Ceredigion, a pitifully weak structure by Norman military standards. Here and there, the brittle silence was broken by a child’s cry, and from one wattle shack came the moans of a woman in labour, giving birth to a Christmas babe.


Faint sounds of laughter drifted to them from the storyteller’s jokes, but when they reached the further end of the camp, there was only the lapping of the river as the flowing tide came up the estuary and washed the southern face of the castle rock. Climbing an empty guard platform, the brothers leaned on the top of the palisade and looked down at the river’s edge at the foot of the low cliff. A couple of flimsy coracles and a long Irish sea curragh lay on the narrow bank but beyond them the moonlight shimmered on the waters of the Teifi.


For a few moments neither man spoke, glad to fill their lungs with clear night air after the effects of peat smoke and strong drink. Morgan broke the silence first, banging a hand on the rough wood of the stockade.


‘Strange that this wall should have been built by the damned French – about the only good thing they ever did for us.’


The fortress had been erected on an old Welsh site by the Normans who invaded immediately after Rhys’ death in 1093, but Earl Roger Montgomery had soon found himself overstretched and abandoned the new stockade within a year.


Owain was unimpressed by their unwitting generosity. ‘I wonder what those pigs will do next,’ he snorted. ‘The swine have been too quiet for my liking these past few years.’


The brothers looked out in the moonlight to the opposite bank of the river, which divided Ceredigion from Dyfed. A few miles of no man’s land separated them from the Norman Lordship of Cemais along the coast. Inland, the castle of Cenarth Bychan was even nearer, there being only three miles of wooded valley between them. Neither place was much of a threat to the Welsh across the river – the real strength in Dyfed was King Henry’s great castle at Penbroch, thirty miles to the south.


‘One day, they’ll walk straight into Ceredigion and slaughter the lot of us,’ muttered Morgan pessimistically.


His elder brother made a derisive noise in the direction of Dyfed, as if challenging the whole land that lay frozen under the moon.


‘If we all got together, we could fling every Frenchman and Fleming back over Offa’s Dyke. It’s these weak fools like Rhydderch and our own father who play into their hands. United, we could free Wales again … but we spend our time squabbling amongst ourselves and bleeding each other in petty family feuds.’ He slammed a fist into his palm in excited irritation. ‘That’s why I’m so impatient to rule this land, Morgan. One strong man could repair all the harm that’s been done since Rhys died at Brecon.’


Morgan spat pensively over the stockade. ‘Then Rhys’ son Gruffydd should come back from Ireland to do it.’


Owain snorted, ‘To hell with Deheubarth now … let our land of Powys gain strength by their default.’


‘And what do you think the Normans are going to do while you go about this master plan? I can’t see why they are content to sit on their bottoms at Penbroch and Shrewsbury at present, let alone if you started a revolt against their precious truce.’


Owain shrugged. ‘They’ve got their hands full in Normandy. And Rufus burnt his fingers so badly in his Welsh campaigns, that his wiser brother Henry has taken the hint and leaves us alone.’


The night air began to bite too sharply and the brothers cut short their political meditations to start walking back to the Hall.


‘Rhydderch is a fine-looking man, for all your dislike of him,’ observed Morgan.


Owain grunted. ‘His brother Rhys was a fine figure of a man. His children used to visit us at Mathrafal. I just remember them; you were a little too young.’


‘That was the Gruffydd we spoke of just now? … the one that vanished as a boy to Ireland?’


Owain nodded. ‘There was also a younger brother and an elder sister, Nest. She’s the one they say is the fairest woman in Wales – she was certainly a pretty child as I remember her.’


Morgan grinned in the moonlight. ‘We must get our own good looks from that branch of the family, brother! We have the same grandfather as they, so must be second cousins.’


Back in the Hall, the contest between the rival bards had just begun. One from each commote of Ceredigion and several from Powys and Ystrad Tywi were competing for an oaken chair donated by Cadwgan. The songs varied from the traditional sagas to impromptu ballads, the judges being the Pencerdd, the Bard Teulu and the prince himself.


Owain and Morgan went down to the lower hall to join their travelling companions from Powys, and sat to listen with new horns of bragget in their hands.


The rivalry between the bards grew stronger as the contest progressed; the excitement in the hall became more and more evident as the contestants became fewer in this ‘knockout’ competition. Between each song there were heated arguments amongst the audience as to the relative merits of the singers and when the opinion of the judges was given by the Silentiary, the partisan groups became more and more vociferous. On the next bench to Owain and Morgan were two more of their half-brothers, Maredudd, son of Euron, and Einion, son of Sannan.


There was not the same relationship between the two pairs as between the elder brothers. Owain and Morgan had stayed at their father’s court all through boyhood, but Einion and Maredudd, with another one, Madoc, had been fostered out, as was the common practice. Although blood bound them together against any outsider, within the family it was usually Owain and Morgan versus the rest – and as the elder pair were always dominant, further jealousies were aroused.


Between the rendering of the songs, there was increasingly active banter between the two groups, aided by the crowd of younger men who were the satellites of the various brothers. Though it began light-heartedly, it developed into an acidulous combat of tongues centred around their opinions of the contestants. Only the actual start of the singing silenced their comments.


Of the last two competitors left in the contest, the first to sing in the final round was the Bard Teulu of Caerwedros, a commote on the coast of Ceredigion. After his magnificent delivery of a lover’s plaintive lament, most of the audience felt that nothing could possibly surpass it, but as Owain was of this opinion, Einion felt bound to differ.


‘You say that only because the last man is the household bard of Rhydderch ap Tewdwr,’ he sneered at Owain. ‘You cannot have your hated uncle the winner beneath our own roof.’


His brother’s retort was cut short by the announcement of Rhydderch’s Bard Teulu, who stepped forward into the centre of the Hall once again. The dark-browed Lord of Cantref Mawr rubbed his hands expectantly and nudged his wife in premature triumph, as the singer raised his small harp.


After the first few words, all the young men in the Hall listened enthralled, for the song was an impassioned and highly coloured account of a woman’s charms. And it was no vague generalization of a woman, but one particular lady, known to some in the hall and actually related to not a few.


This eulogy was of the Princess Nest, daughter of the great Rhys ap Tewdwr and hence a niece of Rhydderch himself. He had obviously commissioned his bard to extol her virtues, to emphasize his own close ties with the last ruler of Deheubarth and to gain some reflected glory.


And his singer had done him full justice. He sang with a fervent first-hand knowledge of the glorious woman, whom he compared with the legendary Helen. Her raven-black hair, skin like cream velvet and a supple body like that of a young doe – the bard, sweating himself into a lather with the effort of extemporization, sang of Nest’s great eyes, the glistening lamps of her soul that could reduce any man’s will to water at a single glance … he seemed to have an endless fund of metaphors to illustrate the matchless allurements of this wondrous daughter of Wales, as well as a bottomless pool of simile to describe her gentleness, compassion, meekness, nobility and charity!


When he at last ran dry on these scores, the bard from Ystrad Tywi turned to the history of this fabulous woman. Owain’s ears – already straining to catch every syllable of praise for his apparently angelic second cousin – almost flapped when the sad story of her life rolled off the golden lips of the singer.


He sat forward on his bench, hands clenched in front of him, as the bard began to portray Princess Nest as the beautiful martyr of Welsh nobility, caught in the toils of the dastardly Normans! Singing of the destruction of Rhys’ family immediately after his death, the bard lamented the capture of Nest when she was but eleven years old, and her exile in Shrewsbury and Gloucester castle as a hostage and ward of King William Rufus. He went on to bemoan her bestowal in marriage on the hated castellan of Pembroke, Gerald de Windsore, and her permanent separation from her infant brothers, one of whom had been a prisoner of the French since he was two years old.


It all made a heart-rending story which added greatly to the appeal of the ballad. No one was surprised when Rhydderch’s man won the coveted chair and the Lord of Cantref Mawr was fully restored to good humour, after the episode of Owain’s insults earlier in the evening.


The contest over, the folk in the hall broke up into noisy groups. The evening was far from finished though it was well past midnight – the women retired to their beds, but the men seemed fit for drinking, gossiping and arguing until the dawn. Gwenllian went off in a pout, as Owain failed to carry out his promise to seduce her – she could see him buried in the biggest throng of young men in the lower hall, gesticulating and throwing his russet hair about with angry tosses of his fine head.


‘If that’s what happens to the daughter of the great Rhys, we Welsh should be ashamed to rest in our beds until we have avenged her!’ he was declaiming, pounding his knee with a massive fist. ‘Are we mice or men, that we let Frenchmen take our royal women and give them like prizes to castle caretakers?’
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