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  Cast of Characters


  


  Owain Gwynedd – A great leader of Gwynedd and Wales


  The Dowager Princess Cristin – Owain’s widow


  Prince Madoc – Illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd


  Prince Cynwrig – Illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd, half-brother to Madoc


  Prince Idwal - Illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd, half-brother to Madoc


  Princess Angharad – Daughter of Owain Gwynedd and Cristin, half-sister to Madoc


  Prince Hwyel - Illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd and his chosen heir


  Prince Dafydd - Son of Owain Gwynedd and Cristin


  Prince Cynan - Illegitimate son of Owain Gwynedd


  Prince Rhodri - Son of Owain Gwynedd and Cristin


  Prince Maelgwyn - Son of Owain Gwynedd and first wife Gwladys


  Captain Awsten – Captain of the palace guard and loyal to Prince Dafydd


  Gwen – Prince Madoc’s wife


  Ioan – Palace Guard loyal to Prince Hwyel


  Tomas – Palace Guard loyal to Prince Hwyel


  Olaf Haladsson – Norse Dubliner, ship’s captain and mentor to a young Madoc


  Hafgrim – Olaf’s first mate


  Brandr – Olaf’s nephew


  Alva – Brandr’s sister


  Siân – A widowed seamstress from the city of Bangor


  Megan – Siân’s niece


  Bryn – An innkeeper from the city of Bangor


  Cerys – Bryn’s daughter


  Fergal – An Irish prince


  Amlodd – Welsh archer, formerly in the Earl of Pembroke’s service


  Dai – A young Welsh bowman


  Gwynfor – Welsh soldier in the service of the Earl of Chester


  Aoifie – Beautiful royal princess of Dublin


  Strongbow – Richard de Clare, The Earl of Pembroke, a powerful Norman lord


  Alan ap Ifan – Welsh mercenary in the Earl of Pembroke’s service


  Brother Cledwyn – A friar from the small Welsh village of Capel Curig


  Bedwyr – An Anglo-Welsh mercenary


  MacNicol – A lord of the Isle of Skye


  Bishop Roe – Bishop of the Faroe Islands


  Sven – The bishop’s nephew and future King of Norway


  Mikala – Orphaned serving girl


  Bjatr – Giant psychopathic islander


  Frida – Thrall to an Icelandic chieftain and Fergal’s cousin


  Pelocta – A Native American chieftain


  Malatche – Pelocta’s son and heir


  Eyota – Village native girl


  Bjarke – Handsome Norse crewman


  Njáll - Norse crewman and former Varangian guard


  Sigmunder aka “Siggi” - Njáll’s right hand man


  Adulfr and Asmund – Red headed twins


  Faraldr – Young crewman from Dublin


  The Prologue


  


  With the sky bathed in resplendent amber and crimson, the tall, well-built figure of the king stood on the castle ramparts. Having dismissed the guards who habitually prowled the walls, he was alone as he watched the shimmering sun dip below the peaks of the magnificent mountain range stretching out into the middle distance. His quiet contemplation was broken by heavy footfall on the wooden steps, he span around.


  “Oh it’s you; did your mother send you? No matter, my mind is mind up.”


  Perhaps thirty years the king’s junior, the new arrival shrugged. “I thought some wine might compliment such a spectacular evening.”


  The older man accepted the proffered goblet and raised it to his lips; the final remnants of the sun caused the golden cup to shimmer as he tilted his head back.


  “Perhaps you might reconsider; for the sake of Gwynedd you understand,” the younger man suggested.


  ”For the sake of Gwynedd,” the king parroted with a guffaw.


  ”You have some gall, I will give you that much, but, my decision is made.”


  As the king cast his gaze back towards the mountains to the west, his head abruptly began to swim. Instinctively, he reached out towards the castle wall with his right hand and the goblet clattered to the floor. He steadied himself and swiveled his big frame around.


  “What have you done boy?” He demanded, as he staggered towards the younger man. In three strides he was standing in front of him.


  “I said, what have you done?” The king reached forward, one of his big hands outstretched.


  ”The younger man stepped aside adroitly. “I’m sorry father,” he whispered as the king overbalanced and tumbled down the wooden steps.


  The young man moved swiftly; in four paces, he was at the wall. He scooped up the goblet and stuffed it inside his tunic. From below he heard a scream, then the gruff voice of a palace guard.


  He strode towards the top of the steps and seconds later had joined the small group of people who had gathered around his father.


  One of the palace guards attending to the prone figure on the ground looked up.


  ”Prince Dafydd sir, what happened?”


  ”We were on the ramparts enjoying the sunset. My father was reliving a scene from the battle against his brother Cadwaladr at Abermenai.” The guard smiled in recollection.


  ”When he overbalanced; I tried to grab him, but…” Dafydd trailed off, anguish etched across his face.


  ”He still breathes,” the second guard declared.


  For the briefest of moments, the look on Dafydd’s face turned from anguish to disquiet, before he quickly recovered his composure. ”Carry him to his chambers, I will summon the physician.”


  CHAPTER 1 - The Foaming Falls


  The faint roar grew louder as the four riders made their way down the narrow path. As they rounded the bend, they were rewarded with the sight and sound of the Llygwy River cascading over rocky outcrops, its water frothing and foaming like ale in a giant tankard.


  With her blue eyes sparkling with excitement, the pretty girl implored. “Can I get closer? Please Madoc.”


  The tall, well-dressed figure of Prince Madoc, smiled. “Ioan would you kindly escort Princess Angharad down to the river bank?”


  The young palace guard nodded and dismounted. He reached up a muscular arm and helped Angharad off her horse whilst Madoc held the reins of the mount to keep it steady.


  With the princess lifting up her skirt to try and avoid the mud as best she could, the two of them scrambled down the steep trail towards the raging torrent.


  “I could have done that.”


  “I know Idwal, but I wanted to talk with you alone. Have you heard any rumors regarding opposition to Hywel assuming our late father’s position as king?”


  Madoc’s younger sibling looked away. “There have been whispers, but nothing more.” Idwal’s voice was quiet, barely perceptible above the roar of the river below.


  “I would wager a pretty penny that our dear step-mother would prefer one of her own sons to be on the throne; she seems scarcely able to hide her contempt for Hywel whenever they are near each other,” Madoc said.


  Idwal nodded. “She can certainly be a cold one there is no denying that.”


  Madoc turned his head towards the river, where Angharad was balancing precariously on a rock.


  “Ioan, it’s time we were leaving.” Angharad looked disappointed, but when her handsome chaperone held out his hand she dutifully grasped it. As she allowed herself to be pulled back to the bank, she fell forward and inadvertently pressed her firm breasts against Ioan’s chest as he caught her.


  She felt her cheeks flush. "Thank you," she muttered.


  A few moments later, Ioan and Angharad arrived disheveled and muddy, having scrambled on their hands and knees up the final few feet of the riverbank. With Ioan once more offering a helping hand, Angharad heaved herself into the saddle. Madoc smiled to himself, his suspicions confirmed.


  His half-sister had a crush on the palace guard Ioan. He had watched the young man's career develop with interest; his own mother and Ioan's were sisters, so he supposed they were cousins of sorts.


  Unlike his own, the mighty Owain, ruler of Gwynedd, Ioan's father had been a palace guard. Madoc vaguely remembered the man and it was safe to say that Ioan had inherited his size from him. He had died during a skirmish with the English King Henry, but his son was doing him proud.


  Madoc caught Angharad’s gaze and raised an inquisitive eyebrow, but she ignored the gesture and spurred the horse forward, her blonde locks flying in the wind.


  
    †
  


  


  The distinctive aroma of damp, fetid vegetation permeated his nostrils as he peered through the leaf covered branches and willed his targets to appear. The main part of the funeral procession had passed by at least ten minutes earlier and as he waited, he fondled his yew longbow mindlessly to try and dissipate some of the tension.


  His instructions had been clear – kill the princess and don’t worry about collateral damage. Above all else he was not to be captured, well not alive at any rate.


  He heard them before catching a glimpse of golden colored hair. He wasn’t privy to the ins and outs, the political ramifications and such like, but he still thought it strange that he had been tasked with killing his master’s own sister.


  They had rounded the bend by this time and he could see the four of them clearly; it was a shame though, she was such a pretty little thing.


  
    †
  


  The vegetation on either side of the trail had become denser; mainly lichen covered birch trees, but with some ash and hazel trees mixed in, whilst everywhere the ground grew thick with ferns. Off to his right and down a steep slope, Madoc could still hear the distinctive roar of the river that ran parallel to the path.


  He also couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. He slowed his horse down and peered up the slope into the foliage. Behind him, Ioan picking up on his prince's uneasiness, let go of the horse’s reins with his right hand and slid it down his body until it rested on the hilt of his sword.


  Out of the corner of his eye Ioan saw movement above them and then in the dappled sunlight he caught sight of the glint of metal.


  “We ride,” he yelled. There was a swooshing sound and an arrow flew through the air, narrowly missing the big palace guard and embedding itself into a tree trunk a little ways down the opposite embankment.


  Angharad let out a short, but loud scream and Idwal grabbed her reins. “Go,” he screamed.


  Angharad hesitated, momentarily frozen with fear. As the second arrow emerged from the trees, she watched in morbid fascination as the projectile barreled towards her. At the last moment her horse twisted and the arrow passed through the folds of her dress, hitting her steed instead. The beast bellowed in pain and reared up as Angharad clung on for dear life. Frantically, Idwal grasped at the reins whilst Madoc and Ioan spurred their horses towards their assailant.


  Crashing through the trees they scanned left and right attempting to locate the bowman. Further up the embankment a hooded figure stood up. Holding the bow in his left hand, he nocked an arrow onto the string with his right and with well-practiced ease pulled back the thin strand of hemp, eyes narrowing as he focused his gaze on Madoc.


  Ioan urged his mount forward. Ducking under a protruding branch he drew his sword and with a blood curdling scream swung his weapon in a wide arc. At the last second, the hooded figure realized his miscalculation and frantically swiveled his torso to acquire this new target. His eyes widened as Ioan’s blade began to descend and for a fraction of a second he marveled at how well polished it was.


  Madoc and Ioan dismounted, tied their horses up to a nearby tree and examined the man’s face, or rather what remained of it.


  “He isn’t known to me, have you ever seen him before Ioan?”


  Ioan mulled the question over for a few moments. “He looks vaguely familiar, I could well have seen him around the castle, but I can’t be sure.”


  “It seems odd that he would be operating alone does it not Ioan?”


  “It does indeed sir, I think we should get on the move.”


  Back on the trail, a visibly shaken Angharad was attempting to calm her horse.


  “You are certain that you are unharmed sister?”


  “Don’t fuss Idwal, I said I’m fine.” Angharad soothingly stroked the beast’s neck. “Although that is more than can be said for my poor horse.”


  “We should leave,” Madoc called out as he and Ioan rode up. “We found only one bowman and Ioan dispatched him, but there may be others.”


  Idwal and Angharad mounted up, and with the arrow still sticking out of her horse’s hindquarters, the four of them rode off.


  
    †
  


  Having caught up with the funeral procession, Angharad was being bombarded with questions from her older sister.


  “So what happened? When we heard the scream, I knew it was you. That is Angharad I said to mother.” Her voice deviated between concern and irritation.


  “I am fine sister; fortunately I had three strong and able men to keep me safe.”


  “Fortunate indeed,” Angharad turned in the direction of the new voice and looked sheepish at the sight of her mother. “Perhaps this will teach you to be more circumspect child; you may not be so lucky next time.”


  As the procession continued westward, the trail diverged from the river and the terrain opened up. The riverine forest gave way to rolling hills and further into the distance, craggy mountain ranges were visible.


  Angharad’s sister was unrelenting. “So were you scared?”


  “Don’t tell anyone, but I was petrified.”


  “Still, you had Madoc and Idwal with you.”


  “And Ioan.”


  Angharad’s sister pounced on her reply like a cat swooping on a stricken mouse. “Ioan? You mean that big brute of a palace guard; the one with the long blond hair who looks like a Dane?”


  “He’s not a brute, he’s very kind and gentle.” Angharad bit her lip, realizing that her sister had goaded her into revealing far more than she'd intended.


  “I’m sure that mother will not approve.”


  A frowning Angharad silently admonished herself for being so easily duped.


  CHAPTER 2 - Cynwrig


  With the town of Curig in the faint distance, the trail once more ran parallel with the Llygwy River. Madoc was riding at the head of the procession, accompanied by Idwal.


  “Hywel wishes us to ride ahead to Curig and make arrangements for water to be delivered to our encampment,” Madoc said to a nodding Idwal, “He has also requested that we take Cynwrig along with us.”


  Idwal’s eyes widened.


  “He said that?”


  “Yes he did, is there a problem?”


  Idwal thought how best to word his next comment. “He is so…”


  “Enthusiastic? Impetuous?” Madoc offered.


  “If you were being kind one might describe him thus.”


  "After this mornings misadventure, perhaps Hywel thinks we need looking after?"


  Before a skeptical looking Idwal could reply, a striking looking young man rode up. He stood just over six feet tall, possessed long black hair, broad shoulders and dark eyes that twinkled mischievously.


  “Idwal, Madoc, my brothers. Hywel tells me that we are to ride into the village and demand some water.”


  Idwal gave Madoc an “I told you so,” look.


  “Glad you are to join us Cynwrig,” Madoc said. “Indeed, we are to ride ahead to the village where we will speak to the village elder, perhaps the local priest and make arrangements for water to be delivered to our encampment.”


  “As I say,” Cynwrig said and Idwal simply shook his head.


  The three brothers rode towards the town of Curig; which in reality amounted to several cottages huddled together within sight of the riverbank. A small church sat a short distance away from the cottages in the shadow of a craggy outcrop. A man appeared from the church; he was of average height, a little portly, wore his greying hair tightly cropped and his garb marked him out as a man of the cloth.


  “Prynhawn da gentlemen, and what may I do for you on this fine afternoon?”


  “Good day to you Brother; my name is Prince Madoc ap Owain, son of the late Prince Owain, King of Gwynedd, and these are my brothers Prince Idwal and Prince Cynwrig.”


  The clergyman bowed his head. “Late prince you say, I had not heard, that is most sorrowful news indeed.”


  “Thank you Brother, our father’s passing was recent, in fact we are en route to Bangor Cathedral with his body.” Madoc pointed back towards the funeral procession.


  “We are travelling with some provisions, but perhaps your flock might provide us with fresh water?”


  “Most certainly, would be delighted to.”


  “We plan to set up camp in the grounds of the old Roman Fort just outside of town; you are most welcome to join us later,” said Madoc.


  “Whilst you wait for the rest of your party, perhaps you would care for some ale?” The clergyman extended his arm in the direction of a small cottage that adjoined the church, in front of which was a simple wooden bench.


  Idwal and Cynwrig looked expectantly at their half-brother.


  “That would be most kind,” Madoc replied.


  The three sons of Owain dismounted, tied their horses up to a nearby tree and sat down at the bench. Madoc turned to Cynwrig.


  “Did you take note of what happened there?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We were polite and received a favorable response.”


  “We could have just forced him to do our bidding.”


  “True enough, but this way of behaving marks you out as a good man; it was your father’s way.”


  “Father was a great warrior,” Cynwrig said.


  “You will get no argument from me on that score or indeed from any man I know, but more than that, he was a great man.”


  Idwal nodded his approval at Madoc’s words.


  “He knew when to use an iron fist, but also when the velvet glove was more appropriate.”


  Madoc could sense that the youth’s attention was waning. “Right lecture over, let us drink some of the Brother’s ale.”


  The clergyman placed four cups on the bench and filled them with the contents of a large jug.


  "To your late father; the great and noble Owain Fawr."


  The four men raised their cups and took a large swig.


  “I presume you are from Dolwyddelan Castle; an uneventful trip I imagine?”


  “Indeed; we left at dawn, although I would hesitate to use the word uneventful; we were ambushed just outside the village of Betus.”


  The clergyman’s eyes widened.


  “You seem shocked Brother.”


  The clergyman shook his head, “I must confess my lord that I am. I have not heard tell of any bandits operating along the road between here and Betus; let alone any stupid enough to attack the well-guarded funeral procession of the Prince of Gwynedd.”


  “Actually it was myself, my brother Madoc, my sister Angharad and a palace guard,” Idwal said. “There was only one assailant.”


  “It seems like a strange occurrence all the same.”


  “Madoc should we not drink up and re-mount?” Cynwrig asked, nodding eastward towards the rapidly approaching procession.


  “Indeed we should Cynwrig; Brother, we thank you for your hospitality and I look forward to speaking with you further this evening.”


  
    †
  


  The small camp sat in the shadow of a lightly forested hill and was a hive of activity; fires had been lit, pots were boiling and meat was roasting on spits. Madoc was splashing water on his face when he was approached by one of the guards, who on the insistence of Prince Hywel had been posted at the perimeter of the camp.


  “My Lord, there is a clergyman asking after you.”


  “Short individual, close cropped grey hair, looks a little over fed?”


  The guard chuckled, “yes, that’s him sir.”


  “Escort the fellow in, he is my guest for the evening.”


  The guard returned five minutes later with the local priest in tow.


  “My Lord,” the clergyman bowed in greeting.


  “Sit Brother, please.” Madoc gestured to a wooden stool near the fire. “Some wine perhaps?”


  “Don’t mind if I do.” Madoc waved towards a servant who reappeared a few moments later with a flagon and two goblets.


  “Interesting spot you’ve chosen,” he said, pointing at the hill looming above them in the failing light.


  “Bryn-y-Gerciliau it is known locally; or the ‘Hill of the Smithies’. By all accounts there have been mines in the nearby hills since Roman times.”


  Madoc found his mind wandering as the clergyman continued his impromptu local history lesson. Out of the corner of his eye he spied a lady walking towards them. She was wearing a simple yet elegant dress and her raven black hair was worn high and tightly pinned to her head, accentuating the handsome features of her face. He decided that she was as beautiful as the day he had first met her down by the river at Dolwyddelan.


  Her full lips broke into a warm smile at the sight of him. “Husband; sorry it has taken so long to free myself from my duties.”


  “It does seem an age since last I saw you,” Madoc replied, as the two embraced.


  “And who is this handsome chap?” She asked.


  Madoc chuckled. “Where are my manners; this is Brother Cledwyn. And brother, this is my beloved wife, Gwen.”


  The clergyman rose and gave a deep bow.


  The Brother was just explaining how the Roman’s used to mine in the area.


  “Ooh what did they mine? Was it gold?”


  Madoc smiled, “And this Brother, is my half-sister Angharad.”


  “My, my this is such a delightful treat for me, to be in the company of two such lovely ladies.”


  After bowing once more, this time in Angharad’s direction, Brother Cledwyn continued. “I understand that you were in the party that was attacked on the trail out of Betus my dear. It must have been terrifying for you. Your horse, is it well?”


  “Time will tell Brother, but thank you. Yes, it was a little scary, but I did have three strong men with me.” Angharad smiled at Madoc.


  “Earlier Angharad, the Brother was expressing his surprise that we should encounter bandits at all on that trail.”


  "If I could have foreseen what was going to happen, I would never have insisted on making the detour to see the blasted waterfalls.


  "How on earth could you have foreseen that my dear?" Gwen inquired gently.


  Angharad smiled and nodded. Gwen was right, how could she have foreseen it? Then again...It had been two days’ ago back at the castle. She replayed the scene in her mind, what her mother and brothers had said. She could hear mother's voice in her head.


  “He is not fit to follow in your father’s footsteps, he is too busy writing his bloody poetry or playing that blasted harp to properly govern. Besides which I don't see why the spawn of some Irish whore should become Prince of Gwynedd ahead of one of my boys."


  She remembered her brothers chuckling at the reference to Prince Hywel. Amongst certain circles, she knew he went by the moniker, Hywel ap Gwyddeles, or 'son of the Irish woman'.


  “What do you suggest mother? Was it not father’s wish that Hywel should be his successor?”


  “Well Owain is no longer with us is he Dafydd? For all his attributes, reaching out from beyond the grave and interfering with our plans is thankfully beyond even him.”


  Angharad recalled the cold smile on the other man’s face; he brother Cynan. “What if Hywel were to meet with an unfortunate accident like our father?"


  “That would indeed be most regrettable, but I am sure that Gwynedd would manage to survive the tragedy.”


  "The ale you offered us earlier was certainly different to the norm, you should have tasted it Angharad." Madoc’s voice broke into her contemplation.


  “Funny you should bring that up my lord, I have been experimenting with nettles recently.”


  Angharad smiled at the look of disgust her half-brother flashed her.


  
    †
  


  The evening continued in a lighter vein; the clergyman had an easy way about him and a steady stream of people came and went.


  With the Brother speaking with Prince Cynan’s wife, Madoc seized the opportunity to talk with Angharad alone.


  “You seemed a little perturbed when I mentioned the Brother’s confusion concerning the attack.”


  “I, err...it brought back memories of the moment that’s all.”


  “And that is all?”


  “Yes.”


  Madoc glanced around, but no one was looking in their direction. “I don’t believe you Angharad, tell me what’s wrong please, I can help you.” Madoc’s voice was barely above a whisper now.


  A voice boomed out. “There’s my darling wife.” Prince Cynan strode out of the darkness towards the fire.


  “Iesu Grist Madoc, I told you nothing is wrong,” Angharad hissed.


  “My thanks for entertaining my wife Brother, but I fear I must drag her away from you; Angharad we have an early start in the morning, perhaps you would care to accompany us?” Angharad shot Madoc a glance before rising.


  CHAPTER 3 - Bangor


  The days that followed saw conditions that were more difficult; gentle sloping hills had transformed into mountains and in places, the track became so narrow and treacherous that the casket needed manhandling by half a dozen palace guards rather than risk it falling off the cart. Frequently, the sky turned slate grey and the heaven’s opened drenching the procession. In spite of all the difficulties, this was by far Madoc’s favorite part of the journey. This was the real Gwynedd he thought, brooding and ruggedly beautiful.


  After several difficult days of travel, the terrain flattened and the procession followed a river valley down towards the coast and the cathedral city of Bangor. Madoc was riding next to Cynwrig.


  “It will be nice to experience civilization again eh Madoc; when were you last here?”


  “It must be several months hence I suppose.”


  “There are some decent taverns here as I recall.”


  “Lest we forget why we are here brother.”


  “Of course, but you know that father would have wanted it no other way.” Madoc shook his head and smiled, his younger half-brother had a point.


  Cynwrig pointed down the hill. “Look the sea, do you think we might take a boat out whilst we are here?” He knew Madoc was an accomplished sailor.


  “Yes, why not,” Madoc said, smiling to himself at the young man’s enthusiasm.


  The procession trundled over the substantial wooden bridge that spanned the River Cegin and a few hundred yards further on, within sight of the port it veered off towards the cathedral.


  Either side of the narrow street there were houses and places of business packed tightly together. Although not huge by any means, after several days travelling through hills and mountain valleys the city was an assault on the senses. The aroma of large slabs of meat hanging on hooks outside the butcher's shop mingled with the smell of surplus fat being made into candles by a chandler across the street. On the wind there was the faint, but noxious stench of the tannery located on the outskirts of the city, all of which blended with the constant background odor of human piss and feces.


  “How are you enjoying the smells of civilization brother?” Madoc asked.


  As they passed a tavern called the ‘The Dragon’s Head’, Cynwrig nodded towards it.


  “Unfortunately, you can’t have one without the other.”


  Madoc shook his head. “You’re incorrigible boy.”


  As Madoc racked his brains trying to remember if he had ever been quite as carefree and irresponsible as Cynwrig, the procession halted. At its head, a somewhat rotund man wearing a chunky silver chain around his neck began to address them.


  “On this solemn occasion; as Constable of Bangor I hereby welcome Prince Hywel and his court to our humble city and offer up our hospitality to you all.” To accompany the words, he opened his arms wide in a hospitable gesture.


  “I wouldn’t object to her offering up some hospitality,” Cynwrig said, nodding in the direction of an pretty raven haired girl who emerged from the 'Dragon’s Head' tavern.


  Madoc shook his head and spurred his horse. “Never mind her it looks like we are on the move again.”


  The procession halted in front of the rather impressive looking cathedral. A tall thin man hurried out and bowed toward Prince Hywel.


  “My Lord, I am the Reeve.” The reeve was a church warden and in this case looked after the day to day running of Bangor Cathedral.


  “With apologies from my Lord Bishop, but his grace was called away to the town of Caer yn Arfon on church business, however he should be back before nightfall. In the meantime please accept our most gracious hospitality.” The reeve clapped his hands, summoning a small army of servants.


  
    †
  


  Madoc found himself in a small, but comfortable room in the eastern part of the cathedral annex. There was a straw stuffed mattress sitting atop a simple wooden stand, two chairs tucked underneath a basic wooden table, upon which sat a large wooden bowl filled with warm water, whilst several candles provided illumination. Madoc had barely sat when there was a discreet knock at the door.


  “Enter.”


  “I thought my Lord might like some help washing.” Madoc smiled as he turned his head towards the door.


  “You would be correct in thinking that,” he said.


  Gwen smiled as she entered the room, closing the door behind her.


  
    †
  


  Lying naked in each other’s arms, Gwen sighed, “I should go; the black widow will want to prepare for dinner.”


  Madoc chuckled, he found the name for his step-mother highly amusing and not altogether inaccurate. “So soon?”


  She reached her hand down Madoc’s body. “Still hungry are we? Hmm, I don’t think he’s ready for another meal just yet,” she said, with a look of mock disappointment on her face.


  As she dressed the flickering candlelight accentuated her curves.


  “You are without doubt the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” She looked over and smiled.


  “Even more beautiful than that pretty little thing outside the tavern you and Cynwrig were leering over earlier today?”


  Madoc looked surprised and began to splutter a response, but she saved him the trouble of finding the appropriate words by leaning over the bed and kissing him deeply.


  “I shall see you later husband.” She gave him a final smile in the open doorway and left.


  Madoc lay on the bed thinking about his beautiful wife as he drifted off into a post coital sleep.


  
    †
  


  “I say we should strike before he is officially pronounced Prince of Gwynedd.” The raised voice belonged to Prince Cynan.


  “Do we know when this will occur?” His brother Maelgwyn asked; in a calmer tone.


  “Mother informs me that he plans to wait until we are back at Aber.”


  “Is she sure though Dafydd?” Maelgwyn asked.


  Dafydd smiled coldly. “Oh, I think you know our mother well enough for that question to be unnecessary.”


  He turned to a figure sitting in the corner of the room. “What say you brother?”


  The man rose from the shadows, he was tall and lean, with a long face that bore a scar down its right-hand side.


  “I agree with Cynan, I say we strike on the road to Aber and have it appear he was attacked by brigands.” There were nods of consent around the room.


  “How many of the palace guard are with us?”


  “More than half,” replied Cynan.


  “In that case; we keep our council, say our farewells to father and strike when Hywel least expects it.”


  The tall man moved towards the other three with his arm outstretched. Each of them put their hands on top of the other, symbolizing their bond.


  “There is one thing,” Cynan said. “What do we do about our beloved sister?”


  “Are you sure she knows?” Maelgwyn asked.


  “Yes, I am quite sure.”


  “Which is why tried to have her killed without discussing it with the rest of us first I presume Cynan?” The tall man snapped.


  “You were not here to discuss it Rhodri.”


  “Do you think she has told anyone else?” Maelgwyn asked.


  “I doubt we would be sat here if she had,” Dafydd replied.


  Rhodri smiled grimly. “In that case we shall keep an extremely close eye on little Angharad, and as soon as the funeral is over...we kill her!”


  CHAPTER 4 - An Old Friend


  Madoc’s peaceful slumber was interrupted by a loud banging. Without waiting for a response the door swung open.


  “You see Idwal, I told you he’d be sleeping,” Cynwrig said in a loud voice as Madoc rubbed his eyes.


  “I must have dropped off.”


  “We can see that you lazy bugger, what’s the matter old man did the wife wear you out?” Madoc threw Cynwrig a stern look.


  “His grace the bishop was delayed, so the feast has been cancelled and this one,” Idwal said, motioning his head towards Cynwrig, “suggested that we head into the town.”


  “Don’t tell me let me guess,” Madoc said pulling on his breeches, “He thinks that the 'Dragon’s Head' tavern would be an admirable place for three Princes of Gwynedd to grace with their presence.”


  “Amazing brother how do you do it?” Cynwrig asked, trying hard to keep a straight face.


  “Just a lucky guess,” Madoc said, shaking his head. “I’m starving by the way.”


  “We can go out via the kitchen, Bronwen will sort you out with some food,” Cynwrig said.


  “Bronwen?” Madoc said, “or should I not ask?”


  
    †
  


  With Cynwrig carrying a lit torch for illumination, the three brothers walked along the narrow street.


  Madoc turned to Idwal. “How does Angharad seem to you? That night outside Curig I spoke with her, but she clammed up and has been avoiding me since.”


  “She mentioned nothing about it when last we spoke; she is likely still in shock after the attack.”


  “Perhaps, but I think there is more to it. I need to speak with her alone; where did you last see her?”


  “I spoke with her earlier and she mentioned spending the evening at prayer with her sister and mother.”


  “So there's nothing we can do tonight,” Cynwrig said.


  Madoc turned to look at his brother. “We?”


  Cynwrig thumped him on the back, “Of course ‘we’ brother. Though as we can’t do anything about it presently, I propose we sink an ale or three and in the morning tackle the issue head on.”


  “Like a bull at a gate you mean,” Idwal said.


  Madoc shrugged, “Hell, why not? Subtlety hasn’t served me so well up to this point.” The irony wasn’t lost on Madoc; at the time he’d presumed that Hywel had suggested Cynwrig accompany him so that he might exert a steadying, maturing influence on the young man and lo-and-behold the exact opposite seemed to be happening.


  When they reached the 'Dragon’s Head' Tavern, Cynwrig extinguished the torch. As the three of them passed across the threshold, the general hubbub died down and as several heads turned in their direction, a booming voice carrying a distinct accent called out his name.


  “Prince Madoc my boy.”


  Madoc’s head darted around and there in the middle of the tavern, standing well over six feet, sporting long scraggy blond hair and a bushy blond beard was the person who had called out his name. Madoc strode forward with his arms outstretched, a huge smile on his face.


  “Olaf Haladsson, you old sea dog.”


  The two men embraced and the noise level in the tavern returned to normal. Madoc turned to face his brothers. “Idwal, Cynwrig, come and meet Olaf.”


  Madoc slapped Olaf on one of his muscular shoulders. “This is the man who taught me how to sail a ship.”


  “When you were in Dublin?” Cynwrig asked. Madoc had been twelve years old when his mother passed away and he’d been sent away to live in Dublin.


  “That’s right lad,” Olaf replied. “This one,” he said ruffling Madoc’s hair, “was hanging around the shipyards and I took pity on him.”


  Olaf laughed at the recollection. “I had no idea he was a prince at the time; still he did his fair share of work I’ll say that for him.”


  Madoc smiled. “More than my fair share as I recall, not to mention being on the receiving end of the odd beating.”


  Olaf laughed. "True enough; mind you it doesn't look like it did you any harm."


  Madoc shrugged his shoulders. "To be fair, I probably deserved it."


  “Sit gentlemen please,” Olaf said, proffering seats at the table, occupied a few minutes earlier by his erstwhile companions who had been shooed away by a wave of one of his massive hands.


  “Cerys,” Olaf shouted, and a beautiful raven haired serving girl walked over. The same girl in fact who several hours earlier had been the subject of Cynwrig’s admiring glances.


  “Yes what can I do for you fine gentlemen?”


  “A couple of flagons of ale to start with,” Olaf said, “and make it the good stuff would you my dear?”


  “For how much longer are you in Bangor my friend?” Madoc asked.


  “Just another day or two; I make several trading trips a year to this part of the world. By the way, I hear that Prince Owain has left us.”


  “Sadly, yes; he will be buried at the cathedral tomorrow.” All at the table lowered their heads in respect, then Idwal raised his tankard.


  “Owain Fawr!” He shouted and before long the entire tavern reverberated to the words.


  
    †
  


  “I think she likes me,” said Cynwrig as he swayed along the road back towards the cathedral.


  “And why would you think that?” An equally unsteady Madoc asked.


  “Was it the way she ignored you for most of the evening?” Idwal offered.


  “Ha, very funny, I tell you the beautiful Ceri likes me.” Cynwrig slurred the word beautiful.


  “I believe the lady’s name is Cerys,” said Madoc.


  Cynwrig stumbled forward. “Yes, her too.”


  CHAPTER 5 - Goodbyes


  


  Madoc was roused from his slumber by the soft dawn light filtering through the shutters. Stretching out he felt the warmth of his wife’s skin on his own. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his crotch into her soft rump; his reward was a murmur and suitably encouraged; he gently pulled back her hair and kissed the nape of her neck.


  As his ardor began to rise, it was quickly quashed by a loud banging on the door. Madoc turned his head sharply towards the source of the noise, and immediately regretted the hasty movement.


  “What?” he growled.


  “I’m very sorry to be bothering you sir.”


  Madoc sat up, swung his legs off the bed and scanned the room for his undergarments. Spying them fairly close to the door he rose and walked across the cold stone floor, picking up clothes and dressing as he went. Barely half decent he opened the door a crack; the nervous looking girl standing there was young, short in stature and slightly plump.


  Madoc’s brain was fuzzy from the previous evening’s excess, but he recognized her as the most recent addition to his step-mother’s staff. Madoc opened the door a little further and the girl averted her gaze from his undressed state.


  “Prince Madoc I am sorry sir, but the Princess Cristin is demanding the attendance of all her ladies-in-waiting. His grace the bishop arrived back early this morning and my lady wishes to hold an audience with him before the funeral this afternoon.”


  Madoc sighed; most days he wished that his wife didn't have to attend to the old hag. Still what could he do, his own mother had been nothing more than a serving girl who had caught Prince Owain's wandering eye. That Welsh law recognized the paternal side of his lineage meant that he held the title of Prince, otherwise he could have been chopping logs, with Gwen tending to the fire in the great hall fighting off the advances of his half-brothers.


  “Please tell your mistress that my wife will be along presently.”


  He closed the door and turned to face the bed, only to see that Gwen had started dressing.


  “Morning my love, did you have fun last night?”


  “I did yes, well least ways what I can recall. You will never guess who I ran into at the tavern?


  “That pretty little dark haired thing?” Gwen's tone suggested that she was only half joking.


  “No; well yes, but I’m not referring to her.” She gave him a reproachful stare.


  “Old Olaf from Dublin, you remember me talking of him?”


  She smiled. “You had a lot of catching up to do I bet.”


  “I must admit it was good to see him.” Madoc noted that his wife was fully dressed.


  “I can’t believe you have to attend to my step-mother already?”


  She kissed him on the forehead. “You should probably get up too.”


  After submerging his head in a bowl of ice cold water, Madoc felt vaguely human again and recalling the previous evening's conversation about Angharad, he set off to find Idwal and Cynwrig.


  Madoc had taken perhaps half a dozen steps when he heard his name being called, recognizing the man’s voice he turned with a grin on his face.


  “Ceredig.” Madoc strode towards the new arrival, the two men embracing warmly.


  “I heard you were due to arrive yesterday, but I was travelling with the bishop back from Caer yn Arfon. We were delayed as you know, but I believe my presence wasn’t missed last night.” His tone was reproachful, but accompanied with a smile.


  Madoc chuckled, “Have you perchance been talking with my wife?”


  “Actually, I did run into the lovely Gwen only moments ago.”


  “It is good to see you again my friend.” Madoc's friendship with Brother Ceredig went back many years; since his mother’s passing.


  “By the way Madoc, my deepest condolences for the loss of your father. I was profoundly saddened to hear the news.”


  “Thank you my friend, it is of comfort that you will be present today when we lay him to rest.”


  Brother Ceredig looked humbled. “So how is Idwal? And Angharad of course, she is such a sweet child.”


  “Idwal is fine, Angharad, well…”


  “Madoc?”


  “It’s a long story.”


  “I have time, why don’t we sit?” Brother Ceredig pointed to a wooden bench overlooking the courtyard.


  After he'd finished retelling the tale of the ambush, his conversation with the local priest of Curig, and Angharad’s subsequent odd behavior towards him, Madoc sat back and looked at his old friend.


  “What you think?”


  “Well, I must attend to the bishop, but once I am finished, I will speak with the Lady Angharad and see if we can’t get to the bottom of all this.”


  A wave of relief washed over Madoc and he set off to find out his partners in crime from the prior evening. It didn’t take him long to track down Cynwrig who was in the cathedral refectory eating breakfast.


  “Good morning Madoc, have something to eat. Bronwen, some food for Prince Madoc,” he shouted to a plain, but comely looking girl standing off in the shadows. She scurried off only to return moments later with a plate piled high with soft cheese and freshly baked bread.


  “So how are you feeling this morning?” Madoc asked.


  “Ha, I’ve been better; what about you?”


  “Not too bad all things considered, I just saw Brother Ceredig and he has promised to speak with Angharad.” Cynwrig, whose mouth was full nodded his understanding.


  Finding himself more hungry than he’d realized, Madoc devoured the food in front of him and when he’d finished, he turned to Cynwrig.


  “Have you seen Idwal this morning?”


  “Only briefly; he said something about morning prayers, perhaps he’s asking for forgiveness for last night,” Cynwrig said, with a chuckle. “I will see if I can track him down.”


  Madoc nodded. “When you find him meet me back at my room.”


  Madoc stood up from the table and nodded his thanks towards the servant girl. He had taken a dozen steps when he found his way blocked by Prince Cynan. His half-brother was accompanied by two men, one of whom Madoc recognized as Awsten, the captain of his late father’s palace guards.


  “Ah, Madoc I’m glad I ran into you, I hear you are worried about Angharad...please don't be."


  Madoc shrugged. “Not sure what you’re talking about Cynan.” As he went to leave, Madoc found the burly figure of Captain Awsten blocking his path. Prince Cynan made a small gesture with his hand and the brawny guard stepped aside.


  Madoc racked his brains, wondering who would have talked to Cynan? Surely not Angharad? Nor Idwal or Cynwrig. His wife disliked the man with a passion, so that ruled her out, but then whom? As he rounded the final corner to his quarters, he noted the door was open.


  With an element of caution he approached the door, involuntarily his fists clenched. As he got closer, he heard an angelic voice singing and relaxed.


  He stood in the doorway and watched for a few seconds. The girl was petite, with the same the raven colored hair as the object of Cynwrig’s lust from the tavern. When she turned, startled to see him standing there, Madoc noted that she was almost as pretty too.


  “I was just tidying up your room sir.”


  “You sing beautifully,” Madoc said, causing her to turn bright scarlet.


  “I will be finished presently.” She hurriedly swept around the room with her broom.


  Madoc smiled. “No rush, and please do continue singing.”


  Somewhat reluctantly now she had an audience, the young girl resumed her song. Madoc watched her glide around the room and decided that she was actually prettier than he’d first thought. Cynwrig’s rambunctious voice broke his train of thought.


  “Madoc, you sly dog where have you been hiding this lovely little thing? If we’d known you were busy we wouldn’t have interrupted.”


  “Shut up Cynwrig,” Madoc replied. “Thank you my dear that will be all.” Cynwrig's gaze unashamedly drank in the serving girl's pert rear end as she exited the room.


  Madoc shook his head. "If I can drag your attention back to the matter at hand Cynwrig?" Madoc detailed his encounter with Cynan and as the three of them pondered the situation the familiar sound of church bells rang out.


  “It sounds like it's time,” Idwal said somberly. Madoc buttonined up his tunic and the three brothers went to say goodbye to their father.


  
    †
  


  First to speak was Arthur of Bardsey, the Bishop of Bangor. He welcomed everyone and then began to wax lyrical about his long standing and close friendship with Owain Gwynedd. Madoc listened with interest; his father had been instrumental in the bishop being appointed and over the years he had been useful in one capacity or another to Owain. Also, if rumor was to be believed this might be Bishop Bardsey’s last official engagement. It appeared that getting on the wrong side of the Archbishop of Canterbury; multiple times in Arthur’s case was rarely a good career move for a senior member of the church.


  As the bishop drew his eulogy to a close, a tall elegantly dressed man rose and approached the lectern and a murmur rippled through the congregation. The man looking familiar to Madoc, but he couldn’t quite place him.


  Idwal leaned over and whispered. "Cynddelw Brydydd Mawr.” Of course, the man known as the greatest living bard in Wales. The assembled crowd quietened as the bard cleared his throat.


  “I praise a patron high-hearted in strife, wolf of warfare, challenging, charging; singing the pleasure of his presence…”


  Elegantly phrased as the eulogy was, Madoc found his attention drifting and his eyes scanned the cathedral. Angharad was sitting next to her sister and behind them were a couple of palace guards. Madoc turned to mention this fact to Cynwrig, but found his brother’s eyes closed and his head slumped forward, chin almost touching his chest. Madoc dug his elbow hard into the young man’s ribs.


  “Cynwrig,” Madoc said in a hoarse whisper.


  At the front of the cathedral, the great bard was drawing to a close.


  “You were a fearless shepherd of Britain, Owain Fawr.” With that he bowed his head in respect.


  The bishop rose and walked over to Owain’s casket, blessing his friend one final time before he was lowered into his tomb. Slowly but surely the congregation shuffled their way past. When it was Madoc’s turn, he stopped in front of the tomb and memories came flooding back.


  Owain Gwynedd had been a giant of a man, in every sense of the word. A tall imposing figure, he had been truly fearsome in battle, his long blond locks flying in the wind as he wielded his sword, inspiring those around him to feats of bravely they scarcely believed themselves capable of. Madoc bowed his head in silent contemplation wondering what his father would have done in his situation.


  Madoc knew he would have approached the issue head on, and with this thought in his head, he straightened up and made a beeline for Brother Ceredig who was stalking with another clergyman.


  “Brother, could you excuse us?” The clergyman bowed his head and moved away.


  “Ah Madoc, a beautiful service; I thought the eulogy was particularly moving.”


  “Indeed,” Madoc replied sharply. “Did you have an opportunity to speak with Angharad?”


  “I spoke with Prince Cynan and voiced your concerns Madoc and he…”


  “Prince Cynan? Ceredig, I did not ask that you speak with my brother.”


  “I just thought it appropriate my friend.”


  “Did you indeed?” Madoc's voice was sufficiently raised that several people turned their heads in his direction, including Cynwrig, who drifted over and clapped Ceredig on the shoulder.


  “Brother, how are you? I haven’t seen you in a goodly while.” Madoc, opened his mouth to say something, but Cynwrig glared at him.


  “So have you moved to Bangor permanently?”


  “No, no I should be back at court within the month.”


  “That is good news.” Cynwrig turned to Madoc and pointed across the room.


  “It seems as though your lovely wife needs rescuing from Uncle Arwyn, the lecherous old goat.” He grabbed Madoc by the arm and pulled him away.


  “I look forward to seeing you back at court Brother,” he called out over his shoulder.


  "So what was that all about?” Cynwrig asked quietly.


  “My so called friend took it upon himself to talk to Cynan about Angharad.”


  “Hence him having a quiet word with you earlier in the company of two palace guards.”


  Madoc nodded.


  
    †
  


  Ioan was in the cathedral’s garderobe sitting on a crude wooden seat with his breeches around his ankles answering the call of nature. Sitting there quietly he heard footsteps approaching; as the footsteps got louder, he could make out voices. He recognized them as two of his fellow palace guards.


  “The order comes straight from Prince Dafydd,” one of the men was saying.


  “It’s a shame though as she is such a lovely little thing,” the second added. Ioan stopped what he was doing and concentrated his efforts on listening to their conversation.


  “Their own sister too, but I guess the stakes are high.” The voices drifted into the distance as the two men walked away. Ioan shook his head scarcely able to believe what he had just heard, but in his mind there could be no doubting who the men had been talking about.


  Historical Context


  Many of the characters in this novel are based on real historical figures. There was a Prince Madoc; he had many siblings and included in their number were a Cynwrig, Idwal, Hywel, Dafydd, Rhodri, Angharad, Maelgwyn and Cynan.


  Madoc’s father Owain ap Gwynedd was survived by his wife, Cristin, who was by all accounts born in Northeastern Wales, although history does not document her personality traits!


  Records would indicate that Prince Madoc spent his formative years in Dublin; which was also the home of Princess Aoife, daughter of King Diarmaid. It is believed she was the reluctant bride of ‘Strongbow’ The Earl of Pembroke, although her dalliances as described in the book are entirely conjured from my imagination.


  The Clan MacNicol held sway on the Isles of Lewis and Skye, whilst at the time this novel was set, Godred Olafsson was Lord of Mann and the Isles, in time he was succeeded by his son Ragnvald.


  Bishop Roe was the spiritual leader of the people of the Faroe Islands and his nephew Sverre was raised in the bishop’s household. Several years’ later, the young man was to become King of Norway.


  The places names in the novel are all real, although some of the structures such as Aberffraw, Aber and the monastery at Flatey Island are sadly no longer with us, nor is the town of Gásir in Iceland. The ruins of a castle sit proudly atop a hill near present day Dolwyddelan, albeit a castle that was constructed some twenty years after this story was set, by Prince Madoc’s nephew, Llywelyn ap Iorwerth, or as he is perhaps better known, Llwelyn Fawr (Llwelyn the Great). The small hillock, on which the castle in this novel stood, is still visible from the ramparts of the current remains.


  The modern day cathedral at Bangor sits on a site that has been in use as a place of Christian worship since the 6th century and the same can also be said for the Cathedral at Llanelwy (St. Asaph). The nearby hospital incidentally has been the birthplace of several famous people including comedian Greg Davies and yours truly!


  
  

  Thank you for joining Madoc, Cynwrig and Co. in this adventure.
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