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Hear, 0 Son of Al bion, the prophetic word:

Sorrow and be sad, deep grief is granted Albion in triple measure. The Golden King in his kingdom
will strike his foot against the Rock of Contention. The Wormof fiery breath will claimthe
throne of Prydain; Llogres will be without a lord. But happy shall be Cal edon; the Flight of
Ravens will flock to her nany-shadowed gl ens, and ravensong shall be her song.

When the Light of the Derwyddi is cut off, and the bl ood of bards demands justice, then let the
Ravens spread their w ngs over the sacred wood and holy nound. Under Ravens' wings, a throne is
established. Upon this throne, a king with a silver hand.

In the Day of Strife, root and branch shall change places, and the newness of the thing shall pass
for a wonder. Let the sun be dull as anber, let the nmoon hide her face: abom nation stalks the

| and. Let the four winds contend with one another in dreadful blast; |et the sound be heard anobng
the stars. The Dust of the Ancients will rise on the clouds; the essence of Albion is scattered
and torn anong contendi ng w nds.

The seas will rise up with mighty voices. Nowhere is there safe harbor. Arianrhod sleeps in her
sea-girt headl and. Though many seek her, she will not be found. Though nmany cry out to

her, she cannot hear their voices. Only the chaste kiss will restore her to her rightful place.
Then shall rage the G ant of Wckedness, and terrzfy all with the keen edge of his sword. H's eyes
shall flash forth fire; his lips shall drip poison. Wth his great host he will despoil the
island. All who oppose himw |l be swept away in the flood of wongdoing that flows from his hand.
The Island of the Mghty will beconme a tonb.

Al'l this by the Brazen Man is come to pass, who |ikew se mounted on his steed of brass works woe
both great and dire. Rise up, Men of Gair! Fill your hands wi th weapons and oppose the fal se nen
in your mdst! The sound of the battleclash will be heard anong the stars of heaven and the G eat
Year will proceed to its final consunmation.

Hear, 0 Son of Albion: Blood is born of blood. Flesh is born of flesh. But the spirit is born of
Spirit, and with Spirit evernore renmains. Before Albion is One, the Hero Feat nust be performed
and Silver Hand must reign.

Banfdith of Ynys Sd

1

Doonsayer

We carried the body of Meidryri Mawr down from high Findargad to be buried in the H Il of Kings.
Three horses pulled the wagon: a red and a white to draw the bier, and a black to lead them 1

wal ked at the head of the dark horse, guiding the great king's body to its rest.

Six warriors wal ked on either side of the bier. The horses' hooves and the wagon's wheels were
wrapped with rags, |ikew se the spearsand shields of the warriors. The Liwddi followed, each man,
worman and child carrying an unlit torch

Burial of a king has been observed in this way fromtine past renenbering. The wheel s and hooves
are nuffled, so that the bier may pass silently through the | and; the weapons are covered and the
torches unlit, so that no eye will nmark the passing procession. Secrecy and silence are naintained
so that the gravenmound will never be discovered and desecrated by an eneny.

As night drewits cloak of stars across the sky, we arrived at Ayn Du, a narrow valley tributary
to the Val e of Modornn. The funeral procession entered the black glen, noving beside the still,
dark water. The deep-fol ded vall ey was darker even than the sky above, which still glimrered in
blue twilight. The gravenound | ooned on its hill as a mass of thick-gathered shadow.

At the foot of Cnoc Righ, the Hill of Kings, | kindled a small fire to light the torches. As the
peopl e took their places, formng two long lines on either side of the path

11

|l eading up the hill to the entrance of the cairn, the flane was passed fromtorch to torch. This
is the Aryant 0!, the radiant way along which a king is carried to the tonb. Wen the peopl e had
assenbl ed, | began the funeral rite, saying:

"The sword | bear on ny thigh was a wall, high and strong-the bane of marauding enemies! Now it is
br oken.

"The torc | bear in ny hand was a |ight of keen judgment-the beacon of rightw se favor shining
fromthe far-off hill. Now it is extinguished.

"The shield I bear on ny shoulder was a platter of plenty in the hail of honor-the sustenance of
heroes. Now it is riven, and the hand that upheld it is cold.

"The pale white corpse will soon be covered, under earth and bl ue stones: We ny heart, the king
i s dead.
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"The pale white corpse will soon be covered, am dst earth and oak: We ny heart, the Ruler of
Clans is slain.

"The pale white corpse will soon be covered, under the greensward in the tumulus: We ny heart,
Prydain's chieftain will join his fathers in the Hero Mund.

"Men of Prydain! Fall on your faces, grief has overtaken you. The Day of Strife has dawned! G eat
the grief, sharp the sorrow. No glad songs will be sung in the land, only songs of nourning. Let
all men make bitter lanment. The Pillar of Prydain is shattered. The Hall of Tribes has no roof.
The Eagl e of Findargad is gone. The Boar of Sycharth is no nore. The Great King, the Golden King,
Mel dryn Mawr is nurdered. The Day of Strife has dawned!

"Bitter the day of birth, for death is its conpanion. Yet, though Ilife be cold and cruel, we are
not without a last consolation. For to die in one world is to be born into another. Let all nmnen
hear and remenber!"”

So saying, | turned to the warriors at the bier and commanded them The horses were unhitched, the
wagon was raised and its wheels renoved. The warriors then lifted the bier shoul der high and began
to walk slowy towards the cairn, passing between the double

12

line of torches, noving slowy up the radiant way to the gravenound.

As the bier passed, | took nmy place behind it and began the Lament for a Fallen Chanpion, singing

softly, slowy, allowing the words to fall like tears into the silence of the glen. Unlike other

| anents, this one is sung without the harp. It is sung by the chief bard and, although I had never
sung ~t, | knew it well.

It is a strong song, full of bitterness and wath at the way in which the chanpion's |life has been
cut short and his people deprived of his valor and the shelter of his shield. | sang the |anment,
nmy voice rising full and free, filling the night with harsh and barren sorrow. There is no confort
in this song: it sings the coldness of the tonb, the obscenity of corruption, and the enptiness,
waste, and futility of death. | sang the bitterness of |loss and the aching | oneliness of grief.

sang it all, driving ny words hard and biting them between ny teeth.

The people wept. And | wept too, as up and up the Aryant 01, and slowy, slowy we approached the
burial cairn. The song noved to its end: a single rising note beconing a sharp, savage scream
This represents the rage of the life cruelly cut short.

My voice rose to the final note, grow ng, expanding, filling the night with its accusation. M

I ungs burned, my throat ached; | thought ny heart would burst with the effort. The ragged scream
burst and faltered in the air, dying at its height. A truncated echo resounded al ong the sides of
Ayn Du and flew up into the starry void-a spear hurled into the eye-pit of night.

The warriors bearing the king's body halted at the sound. Strength | eft their hands, and the bier
pi tched and swayed. For an instant | thought they would drop the body, but they staggered,
steadi ed thensel ves, and slowy raised the bier once nore. It was a dreadful, pitiful nonent,
speaki ng nore forcefully than the words of ny | anent the angui sh and heartbreak of our I oss.

The bearers noved to the entrance of the cairn, where they paused while two men with torches went
13

ahead of theminto the tonb. The bier entered the gravenound next, and | followed. The interior
was |ined with stone niches, small chanbers containing the bones of Prydain kings whose shiel ds
covered the openings.

Meidryn's body was laid in the center of the cairn, on its bier, and the warriors saluted their
ki ng, each man touching the back of his hand to his forehead, honoring Meldryn Maw for the |ast
tinme. Then they began filing out one by one. | lingered |ong, |ooking upon the face of the lord
had | oved and served. Ashen white, sunken-checked and hol | oweyed, pale his brow, pale |like bone,
but high and fair. Even in death it was a nobl e countenance.

| considered the shields of other kings on the walls of the cairn: other kings of other tines,
each a lord of renown who had ruled Prydain in his turn. Now Meidryn Maw, the Geat Gol den King
had relinqui shed the seat of power. Who was worthy to take his place?

I was the last to | eave, consigning the king's body to its long sleep. One day, when death's

handmai dens had finished their work, | would return to gather the bones and place themin one of
the enmpty niches. For now, however, | bade Meldryn Maw a final farewell and stepped fromthe
cairn. Passing slowy down the shimmering pathway of the Aryant 01, | raised ny voice in the

Queen' s Lanent.
As | sang, the wonen joined in, blending their willow voices with nine. There is a neasure of
solace in the song and as | sang | becane the Chief Bard in nore than name only. For | sang and

saw the life of the song born in ny people; | saw themtake strength and sustenance fromits
beauty. | saw themlive in the song, and | thought: Tonight | grasp AQlathir's staff, and | am
worthy. | amworthy to be the bard of a great people. But who is worthy to be our king?
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Gazi ng upon the faces of all those gathered on the slopes of the Cnoc R gh, | wondered who anpbng
them could wear the torc Meldryn Maw had | eft behind. Who coul d wear the oak-leaf crown? There
wer e good nen
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anong us, fine and strong, chieftains who could |lead in battle-but a king is nore than a war

| eader.

Wio is worthy to be king? | thought. Alathir, ny teacher and ny gui de, what woul d you have ne do?
Speak to me, old friend, as you did in former times. Gve your Fiidh benefit of your sage w sdom

I wait on your word, Wse Counsellor. Instruct me in the way that | should go..

But Alathir was dead, |ike so many of Prydain's proud sons, his voice but an echo fading in the
menory. Alas, his awen had passed out of this worlds-realm and | must find ny way al one. Very
well, | thought, turning to ny task at last. | ama bard, and | can do all that a true bard can
do.

| placed a fold of ny cloak over ny head and raised ny staff high. "Son of Tegvan, son of Teithi
son of Talaryant, a bard and the son of bards, | am Tegid Tathal. Listen to ne!"

| spoke boldly, knowi ng there were sone who would rather | renained silent. "Mst mournful of nen
aml, for the lord who upheld ne has been wickedly killed. Meldryn Maw is dead. And | see nothing
before ne but death and darkness. Qur shining son is stolen fromus. Qur king lies stiff and cold
in his turf house, and treachery sits in the place of honor

"It is the Day of Strife! Let all nen | ook to the edge of the sword for their protection. The

Par adi se War is begun; the sound of warfare will be heard in the land as Ludd and Nudd battle one
anot her for the kingship of Al bion."

"Doonsayer!" Meidron shouted, thrusting his way through the crowd. He had dressed hinself in his
father's clothing-siarc, breecs, and buskins of crinmson edged in gold. He wore Meldryn Mawr's gol d
knife and belt of gold discs fine as fish-scales. And, as if this were not enough, he had bound
back his tawny hair that everyone m ght see the king' s golden torc around his throat.

My words had found their nmark. Meldron was angry. His jaw bulged and his eyes glinted |ike chips
of flint in
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the torchlight. Siawn Hy, Ml dron's chanpion, sleekly dark and snooth-faced, followed at his
lord s right hand.

"Tegid is confused. Pay himno heed," Ml dron cried. "He does not know what he is saying."

The Liwyddi nurmnured uncertainly and Meidron rounded on ne. "Wiy are you doing this, bard? Wy
must you persist in frightening everyone? W have enough to do without listening to all this
careless talk of yours.”

"I see that you are busy indeed," | replied, facing himsquarely. "Busy stealing Meldryn Maw's
belt and torc. But do not think that by wearing your father's clothing you will take his place.”
"No one talks to the king this way, bard!" snapped Siawn Hy, thrusting hinself closer. "Watch your
tongue, or lose it."

"He is no bard," Meldron said. "He is nothing but a doonsayer!" The prince | aughed abruptly and
I oudly, waving me aside with a flick of his hand. "Go your way, Tegid Tathal. | have had a
bel I yful of your meddling. Neither you nor your spiteful tongue are wanted here. W do not need
you any nore."

Siawmn Hy smiled thinly. "It seens you are no |longer useful to the king, bard. Perhaps your service
woul d receive greater esteem el sewhere."
Anger leapt like a flame within ne. "Meldron is not the king," | renminded them "I alone hold the

ki ngship; it is mne to give as | choose."

"And | hold the Singing Stones!" Meidron bawl ed. "No man can stand agai nst me now. "

Hi s boast brought a nmurrmur of approval from nmany standing near. It becanme clear to me how he had
managed to gull his followers and to work Liew s inspired achi evenent to his own advantage. He had
clained the gathered fragnents of the song-bearing stones and had nade of thema talisman of

power .
"Your courage is msplaced," | told them "The Song of Al bion is not a weapon."

Siawn's sword flicked out, the blade a streak in the

16

shinmrering torchlight. He | eaned cl ose and pressed the point against ny throai. "W have ot her
weapons, " he hissed, his breath hot inny face.

H s threat was rash and reckless. The peopl e surged around us, uncertain which way to go.
Attacking a bard before his people could only bring disaster. But Mel dron, with his heavy-handed
aut hority-backed by Siawn Hy and the Wl f Pack-had them cowed. They did not know whomto believe
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any nere, or whomto trust.

| regarded Siawn By with icy contempt. "Kill me now," | taunted. "For Meldron will never be king."
Si awn forced the swordpoint deeper. | could feel his strength gathering behind the point. The
blade bit into ny flesh. | gripped ny staff and nade ready to strike.

A voice cried out fromthe crowmd. "Look!"

Anot her shouted. "The cairn!"

Siawn's eyes shifted to the gravenound. Surprise replaced nmalice and the bl ade faltered.

| glanced towards the hilltop. In the torchlight |I saw something nove inside the cairn. A trick of

fickle light, I thought; a flicker of flame, the snokeswirl fromthe upraised torches. | nmade to
turn away but saw it again. . . sonething tp there. . . noving in the darkness..

As we strained forward, all saw the formof a nman enmerging fromthe cairn.

A worman cried: "li is the king!"

"The king!" the people gasped. "The king lives!"
A trenor of fear and wonder shivered through the host.

In truth, | thought it was the king returned to |ife. But the thought vani shed at once. It was not
Mei dryn Maw struggling back to life.

The man stepped fromthe gravemound, straightened, and began striding down the H Il of Kings
towards us. | caught the golden glint of the chanpion's ring on his finger

"Llew" | shouted. "It is Liew Llew has returned!"

The nane of Llew rippled through the gathered
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throng. "Liew. .. it is Liew . . Do you see hin? Llew"

Truly, the G herworld traveller had returned. The Liwddi nelted before him formng a shining
path as he passed anong them He | ooked neither right nor left, but advanced with resol ute steps
down the hillside

| watched him and saw how the sight of himboth astoni shed and heartened the people: they hailed
him hands stretched to touch him torches were |lofted before him "Llew Llew" they shouted; how
easily his nane |leapt to the tongue.

I watched himstriding dowmn fromthe Kings' H Il on the radiant way and | thought to nyself: on
this frame the Swift Sure Hand may yet stitch a king.

18

2

Return of the Hero

"Greetings, brother," | said, as Liew cane to stand before ne. | would have enbraced himas a
ki nsman, but his jaw was set and there was dread purpose in his eye. "I amglad to see you."
He offered no greeting, but confronted Siawn Hy. "It is over," he said-though he spoke quietly,

his words were unyiel ding-"Put away that sword. W are going hone."

Siawmn Hy stiffened. The blade in his hand swng instantly fromny throat to Llew s. But Llew
grasped the naked blade with his bare hand and jerked it aside.

"Take him" shouted Meldron, reaching for his knife.

A dozen spears swung towards Llew. But the spearheads, still wapped in their cloth coverings,
wavered uncertainly. The warriors of Meldron's WIf Pack obeyed, although they were reluctant to
assault their own chanpion. The crowd surged dangerously, pressing nore closely; some shouted
defiance at Meidron's order. The people did not understand what was happening, but clearly they
did not like it.

"Llem" | cried, sweeping the spears aside with the butt of my staff. "Hail, Liew" 1 raised ny
staff and called to the crowmd. "The chanpion has returned! Hail him everyone!"

The Llwyddi cried out with a mghty voice. Llew turned his eyes to the people gathered all around,
torches

19

hel d hi gh, peering expectantly at him It came to ne that Llew did not know what his appearance
meant to those | ooking on: Meidryn's chanpion enmerging fromthe Hero Mound. A dead ki ng had gone
into the dark portal, a living man had cone out-nysteriously, inexplicably, yet in full sight of
all: an Oherworid hero declaring his equality with the king we had just buried.

Bef ore Meldron could react, | raised ny hands for silence and said, "The king is dead, brother
but you are alive. You are back anbng your people, and that is cause for celebration.”

The people greeted this with | oud approval. Meidron's frown deepened as he sensed his nonent
slippi ng away. He had exaggerated his support, and underesti mated the people's regard for Llew
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Still he sought to recapture the advantage. "Wat do you mean, coning here like this?" he
demanded.

"1 have come to honor the king," replied Llewslowy. His eyes flicked fromthe prince to Siawn
Hy. Sonething passed between Siawn and Liew that | did not understand. But | saw Siawn bristling
with anger, and Liew s face harden once nore as resolve returned. "And to do sonething | should
have done | ong ago."

"You speak of honor," Meidron sneered, "but you steal it fromthe dead."

"Ll ew was the king's champion,” | declared- thinking it prudent to rem nd everyone that Ml dryn
Mawr had chosen Llew for this honor; it was the king's final act, and the one which had caused his
death. "Wio woul d deny the king's chanpion the right to pay honage to his |ord?"

"You are not in authority here, bard!" Meidron said, his voice vengeful and brimring with spite.
"You and your kind may have deceived ny father with your sly words and cunni ng ways. Do not think
to deceive me."

"Why speak of deception, Meldron?" | asked. "You are surrounded by wi se advisers,”" | told him
wat ching Siawn twitching with malice. "Could it be that you do not trust then?"

20

"I trust the blade in ny hand," the prince spat. "I trust nmy war-band. Better the conpany of
warriors, than the enpty words of a bard."

Havi ng pressed the matter too far, Meidron did not know how to retreat with dignity. Rather than
enbrace Ll ew, which would have increased his own support-for clearly, the people esteened Liew
greatly-he chose to nock and revile.

The prince turned to all those gathered close about. "Liew has returned! W have nothing to fear
now that nmy father's chanpion is once nore anong us." He spoke with undi sgui sed contenpt. He
slowy raised an accusing finger and pointed at Llew "Yet | cannot help thinking," he continued,
"that if Llew had honored the king as highly as he clainms, Meldryn Maw woul d yet wal k anong us.
How is it that the king lies dead and his chanpion |ives?"

What the prince hoped to acconplish by this rash speech, | knew well enough: to poison the

peopl e's good feeling towards Llew. Apparently, he thought that casting doubt upon Llew s loyalty
and ability would aid him But, instead of sowi ng doubt, all he managed was confusion

The peopl e | ooked at one another in bew |lderment. "What is Meldron saying? It was Llew who saved
us fromthe Coranyid!'" Several even protested outright:

"Pal adyr killed the king! Paladyr it was-not Liew " they shouted.

Yes, | thought, Paladyr killed the king. And where is Pal adyr now?

But | held ny tongue. If suspicion is to be |oosed, let it roost in Prince Meldron's roof, |
thought. Ch, but it is a chancy thing to malign a hero who has rightly earned the clan's

af fection. Meidron showed poor judgnment in the attenpt, and people have a way of renenbering these
insults and redressing them

Havi ng done all he dared for the tine being, Meldron called for the procession to depart, then
turned and thrust his way through the gathered host. Siawn Hy all owed
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hinself a slender smle, then hurried after Meldron. The Wl f Pack noved away awkwardly, taking
their places behind the prince.

I was relieved to see themgo, and equally relieved to have LI ew besi de ne once nore.

"I feared you dead," | whispered. People streaned by us, every eye on Llew Sone saluted him
outright with heartfelt greetings and expressions of respect. Mst were too awed to speak,
however, and sinply touched the back of their hands to their foreheads as they passed.

Llew smled ruefully. "I should have told you what | intended," he said. "I thought it best to
goalone. 1 amsorry. It will not happen like that next tinme."

"You nmean to | eave agai n?" | asked.

"Yes," Llewreplied, tensing again. "I amsorry, Tegid. That is how it nmust be. You understand."
"But | do not understand," | confessed.

"Then you will just have to accept what | amtelling you.,'

"But you are telling me nothing."

He nade no reply, so | reached out and gripped his arm it was rigid beneath ny touch. "Llew, we
are brothers, you and |I. W have drunk fromthe same cup and | will not let you go agai n wthout
hearing a better explanation than | have heard just now"

Ll ew frowned unhappily, but he renmained silent and turned his eyes to watch the departing LI wddi
I could see it was hard for him this decision he had made. He wanted to tell me, | think, but
sinmply did not know where or how to begin. So | suggested, "Say nothing yet. W will wait unti
the others have gone ahead and we will follow at a distance so that we will not be overheard. You
can tell ne as we walk and no one will disturb us."
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Li ew agreed, and we waited until the last of the procession had started back through dyn Du. Then
we struck off after them walking a long while in silence before Llew found the words he sought.

"l amsorry, Tegid," he said. "I should have told you, but | thought you would prevent ne."

22

"Prevent you from |l eavi ng?"

"From doi ng what | had to do-what | nust do," he said, and | could feel the turnoil seething
within him | nade to speak a soothing word, but he prevented ne, saying, "No, Tegid, not yet. |
have to say this."

He was quiet a little longer. W listened to the soft swi sh of our feet through the |ong grass.
Ahead, the first of the procession had reached the entrance of the glen and were dousing their
torches in the stream By the tine we came to the place, all that renmi ned was the |ingering scent
of steam and snoke. The procession had noved out into the Vale of Mdornn. A pale noon had risen
and we could see, drawn in silver on the darkness of the valley floor, the long lines of walkers
stretching out before us.

It made ny heart ache to see it, for it seemed to ne as if we were a dying race wal ki ng t hrough
the fading light into oblivion's darkness. But | kept this to nmyself, and waited for Llew to speak
his heart to ne.

He began again as we noved out fromthe nouth of the black glen. "There is a war raging in ny
world," said Liew softly. "It is not a war of swords and spears-1 wish it were: we could fight the
eneny then. But the eneny is here," he struck his fist against his chest. "The eneny is wthin us-
it has poisoned us and nmade us sick. W are sick inside, Tegid. Siawn and | have been poi soned,
and we have brought this poison to Albion. i~ we stay here, we will poison everything-we wll
destroy everything."

"Liew, but for you it would have been destroyed al ready. You saved us when no one el se could."

He seemed not to hear ne, for he continued as before. "Sinon-Siawn has already spread the poison
far. He has put ideas into the prince's head-ideas that have no place here in Al bion."

"He would have little trouble there. Meldron was ever greedy for nore than he was given."

"l believe the nmurder of Meldryn Mawr was Siawn's idea. He thought kings were chosen by right of
successi on, and he-
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"Ri ght of succession?" | wondered, halting him "I know nothing of this right."
"Dilyn hawl," he said, choosing other words. "It means that the kingship is passed fromfather to

son. In our world, that is howit is done. Sinmon-Siawn Hy, that is-did not know that it was done
any other way. He thought if Meldryn Mawr died, the kingship would pass to Prince Meldron
directly."

"He told you this?"

"Not in so many words, no. But | know Sinon; |I know how he thinks. And he convinced Ml dron that
toget her they could change the way kingship was held and conferred-they could alter the rites of
sovereignty."

"So that is why they tried to silence the song,"” | said. "And that is why they hold the Singing
St ones now. "

"The Song of Albion.. ." he grew silent, remenbering.

"They think the stones will give thempower," | informed him "They hope to use the song as a
weapon. "

"Then it is even worse than | thought,"” Llew muttered. "If | had done what | set out to do, none

of this would have happened.”
He stopped wal ki ng and caught ne by the arm "Do you hear, Tegid? Al those peopl e-your clansnen,

Tegid, the king and all the others-they would still be alive if | had done what | came here to do.
Mel dryn Maw and all those who fell to Lord Nudd would still be alive."

"What do you nean, talking this way?" | said. "It is only because of you that any of us renmain
alive now. W owe our lives to you."

"It is only because of ne so nmany have died!" he insisted. "Tegid, listen to nme. | cane here to
take Sinmon back, and | failed. | allowed nyself to be charned, to become enchanted with this place
and to believe that | could stay."

"I'f you had not cone," | replied, trying to soothe him "Midron and Si awmn woul d have succeeded. "

"Tegid," the grimdeterm nation was back in his voice, "Sinmon nust be stopped. He does not bel ong
24

here-1 do not belong here, either. W nust go back to our own world. | nust take himaway from
here, but | need your help, brother. Help ne, Tegid."

| gripped his arns in the way of kinsnen and said, "Llew, you know |l wll do anything you ask. But
I woul d ask sonething of you."
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"Ask, then. I will doit if I can."

"Let me make a king of you," | said.

He recoiled. "You have not heard a word | said," he cried, shrugging nmy hands fromhim "How can
you ask me such a thing?"

"You were the king's chanpion. By the Hero Feat you saved us when no one el se could. The people
respect you; they would support you before Meldron."

"Tegid, it cannot be!" He started wal ki ng agai n- qui ck, angry steps.

| wal ked beside him "I cannot allow Meidron to becone king. He will not perpetuate his atrocity
by ny hand. Yet | nust give the kingship to sonmeone-and soon.”

"Gve it to soneone else."

"There is no one else."

He whirled to face ne. "You do not understand! Sinon has to be stopped before he destroys

everything. | have to see to it that he goes back where he belongs. Do you hear what | amtelling
you?"
"l hear you, brother," | replied softly. "But think what I am saying. As king you could stop Siawn

Hy and Mel dron. You could undo all the wrong that Siawn has done by taking the throne."

He nade to turn away, but | caught his shoulder and held himfast. "Hear ne, Liew," | said
earnestly. "You say that Siawn has spread a deadly poison here. If that is true, then stop him
am of fering you the chance to do that."

25

3

Tan n' Ri gh

"Long in ny grave and cold | will be," | vowed, "before ever | give the kingship of ny people to
that hissing viper Meldron. If he were a snake, | would lop off his head and throw his writhing

body into the firepit."

"But Mel dron has made hinself king."

"He is not the king! Only sovereignty can make a man king. And only a true bard can confer
sovereignty,” | declared. "I alone hold the kingship of Prydain. And it is nine to give as
choose. That is the ancient and honorable way."

We sat alone on the hillside below ruined Sycharth, talking quietly. | thought it best to speak i

secret, away from Meidron's eyes and ears, and | knew no one would intrude so near to the
devast at ed stronghol d.

Li ew shook his head slowmy. "I do not like it, Tegid. Do you expect Meidron just to step aside
whil e you hand the crown to soneone el se? He would have killed us tonight if the people had not
prevented him™

"And they will prevent himagain. You saw how it was; they will not [et Meldron harmyou. They
esteem you highly, Liew. They respect you. Gven a choice between you and Meldron, they wll
foll ow you."

Llew was silent for a long tinme. Then he said, "Very well, Tegid. | will doit." Before I could
reply, he raised a finger and quickly added, "But only until my task here is acconplished. Then
you will have to choose soneone el se to be your Kking."

26

"Agreed," | said quickly.

"I mean it, Tegid! | will be king only until | can find a way to get Sinon back to the other sid
where he bel ongs. Do you understand?"

"l understand.”

He glared at ne.

"Only until Siawn Hy is subdued. | understand, brother. Truly."

The tension went out of himat last. "How do we go about this kingnaking then?"

"There are many ways kingship may be conferred,” | told him "I will use a way that Mel dron does
not know an ancient way. | will use the Tan n'Righ."

"King by fire?" Liew wondered. "That sounds painful-is it?"

"No," | replied, "not if you do it right. But it is necessary that you listen carefully and do

everything exactly as | tell you."

We tal ked far into the night, head to head, huddled in our cloaks, shivering, and watching the
campfires below Dawn was not far off when we fm shed.

"Now what ?" asked Ll ew, yawni ng.
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"W will rest now And you will stay out of sight. Meidron nust not find an excuse to chall enge
you. Al so, he nust not becone suspicious or he will interfere. | know where you can hide."

I told himwhere he could sleep in seclusion, and we rose and stood together. "Are you certain
that it can be done in one day?" Liew asked.

"One day is all | need. Leave everything to ne. | will come for you, or send soneone, when allis
ready."

W parted then and went our separate ways. As | wal ked down the hillside to the canmp mny thoughts
were already racing fast and far, far ahead. Yes, there was nmuch to be done, and it nust all be
done quickly. The cerenony woul d take place that night!

| worked through the day-quietly, and wi thout undue haste. | assenbl ed stones fromthe four
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quarters-black fromthe north, white fromthe south, green fromthe west, and purple fromthe
east. | drew water froma fresh-running spring. | gathered the nine sacred woods: willow froma
nmovi ng stream hazel from anong the rocks; alder fromthe marshes; birch fromthe waterfall; yew
fromthe open place; blackthorn fromthe hidden place; elmfromthe shady place; rowan fromthe
hill; oak fromthe sun. To these, the Nawglan, the Sacred Nine, | added holly with its bright
array of spears; elder with its potent purple berries; and apple with its sweet, smooth hardness.

| burned these in a fire built on a flat stone. Then | carefully collected the ash and put it into
a |l eather pouch which | tied to nmy belt. Wien | had made these preparations, | returned to canmp
and set about gathering wood for the Ten n'Righ, the King Fire. For this, | took live enbers from
each of the hearthfires which the peopl e had burned the night before, and firewbod fromthe
stockpi l e of each canp.

The only difficulty lay in obtaining the enber and branch fromthe prince's fire. But the Goodly-
Wse smled on nme, and Meidron-bored with the duties of the canmp, which he considered beneath him
rode out to hunt at mdday. | had only to wait until he and the warriors of his WIf Pack were out
of sight. | helped nyself to what | needed and he was none the w ser

At dusk | sunmoned Liew from hiding and hastened back to canp to await Meldron's return fromthe
hunt .

In the tine-between-tines, the Iight of a newrisen noon on ny left, the setting sun on ny right,

I kindled the King Fire within a circle of stones gathered fromthe four quarters. Then | sunmoned
the people with the aurochs' horn. The sound had not been heard anong us since Meidryn Maw | ed us
to Findargad, and the clansnen were alarnmed to hear it now. They gathered quickly, circling the
firering. Then | called Liewfromny tent.

As Ll ew stepped forward to take his place, Prince Meidron thrust his way forward through the host,
Si awn
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Hy at his side. "What is this, Tegid?" Meidron called. "Mre of your foolishness?"

| did not acknow edge the insult, for |I did not want to give them|leave to speak

"Put of f your boots," | told Liew Wen he had untied the |aces and pulled the buskins fromhis
feet, | said, "Spread your cl Gak on the ground behind you."

He did this, and turned again to ne. "Renove your siarc, and belt, and breecs," | told him

Ll ew hesitated at this conmand, but obeyed. "Lay aside your clothing," | told him "and cone
before nme."

In full view of the gathered clan, Llew reluctantly stripped off his clothes, placing themon the
out spread cl oak as he renobved them Then he stepped before ne and | bade himwalk three tines in a
rightwi se circle around ne.

"This is enbarrassing," he grow ed through clenched teeth as he passed the first tine.

"Keep wal ki ng."

"They are laughing at nme!" he whispered as he conpleted the second circuit.

"Let them |l augh. They will squeal |ike stuck pigs soon enough."

He continued, wal king slowy, and, conpleting his third circuit, cane to stand before ne once
more. "Can we get on with it?"

"I't is of highest inportance. You must be seen to possess no blenmish,” | told him "Stretch forth
your right hand."

He put out his right hand. "Now the left,” | directed. And as he stretched forth his left hand, |
stooped to the fire and caught up two burning branches which | had prepared. | pulled them out of
the flames and stepped behind him "Renenber," | whispered as | noved behind him "Say nothing.
And do not twitch a muscle."

Taking a branch in either hand, | began noving the flam ng brands over his naked body. Begi nning
at the heels, | worked the torches up along his calves and thighs, over his buttocks, and al ong
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his ribs, and then
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along his outstretched arns. Liew stood rigidly, |ooking neither right nor left, but staring
strai ght ahead, his eyes fixed on the rising noon.

I worked the flanes over his chest and stomach, down over his groin and genitals, |egs and feet.
The hair on his chest and | egs singed where the flames touched his skin and filled the air with
the stink of burning hair. Hi s jaw bul ged, and he glared nurderously at me, but he did not w nce
or cry out.

"Llew" | said loudly, rising to stand before himface to face. "You have displ ayed yoursel f
before the people. | find no blem sh on you."

At this, one of the WIf Pack shouted, "How can you see through all the soot?" They all |aughed
agai n, even now thinking no ill-which only shows how i gnorant they were.

"As flanes cleanse and purify," | continued, carefully replacing the branches in the fire. "I

procl ai myou cl eansed and purified of all corruption." Taking up the pouch at ny side, | poured
the contents into ny left hand and with the fingertips of ny right hand, | marked Llew with the
Nawgl an, saining himwi th the Sacred Nine: on the sole of each foot, across the stonach, over the
heart, at the throat, upon the forehead, down the spine, and around each wi st.

The LlIwyddi watched, nystified. | stole a glance at the prince and saw that his haughty snirk had
faded, and he now appeared nildly concerned by what he saw before him Siawn Hy | ooked on wth
cool menace in his hooded eyes.

When | finished, | stepped once nmore before him "Lift your voice, Llew Declare before the
peopl e: who do you serve?"
He replied as | had told him "I serve the people!"

"Whence cones your |ife?"
"The life of the people is nmy life!"

"Were will you reside?"

"I reside in the will of the people!"”

"How wi I | you rul e?"

"I will rule in the wisdomof the people!"

30

"How wi || you obtain?"

"I will obtain in the wealth of the people!"

| raised my hands before his face, palnms outward. "I have heard your declaration,” |I called in a
| oud voice, so all could hear. "Let it be so confirned! "

So saying, | turned and retrieved the firebrands. Quickly, so that he would not have tinme to think
about what was happening, | thrust a burning brand into each of LlIew s hands-fl ame-end downwar ds.

The fire raced up the length of the branch, and instantly Llew s hands were engulfed in flanes.
Yet he stood before them grasping the firebrands as the fire licked at his flesh. He did not
screamor cry out; he did not flinch or drop the torches.

The peopl e gasped. Prince Meidron and his scoffers gaped stupidly.

"Wth flanmes of fire," | proclained, "your declaration is confirned."

Li ew rai sed the burning brands above his head and slowy turned round so that everyone could see
that the fire consuned the branches but did not burn his flesh

Wth every eye on the marvel of the fist-clenched fire, no one saw ny hand reach under ny cl oak
and withdraw the torc. The firebrands lifted high, Llew s back to me, | stepped behind himand
slipped the golden torc around his neck. And then | raised ny hands over himand said, "By
authority of the Tan n'Righ, |I declare you king!"

| turned to the people and lifted ny voice in song:

"By authority of wind when it gusts sea gales, you are king.
"By authority of sun when it whel ns dark night, you are Kking.
"By authority of rain when it greens far hills, you are Kking.

By authority of earth when it heaves hi gh nountai ns,
you are King.
31

"By authority of stone when it births bright iron, you are king.
"By authority of bull and eagle and sal non and al

creatures that swmand fly and tread the hidden

pl aces of earth, sky, and sea,

you are King.

"By authority of the Goodly-Wse, who with his
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Swi ft Sure Hand establishes and upholds all things in this worlds-realm
you are king."

The song ended, | raised ny staff and procl ai ned, "Behold! Llew, Sovereign of Prydain, King of the
LI wddi! Pay himheartfelt homage! Prepare to do him honor!"

Sone were already in the act of kneeling, when the prince's voice stopped them "No! No! He is not
your king!" Meidron dashed into the fire circle and seized Llew s torc, tearing it violently from
around his throat. "I amthe king!"

Bef ore anyone could Iift a hand to prevent him Siawn Hy had a spear in Llew s ribs, and he was
shouting, "Meidron is king! Meldron is king!"

Siawn pulled Liew s arms down and knocked the firebrands fromhis hands. He gestured to the
forenmpst of the Wl f Pack, who stepped into the circle, glancing nervously at the people gathered
close about. | noticed they avoi ded ny eyes.

Mel dron, raising the torc above his own head, declared hinmself king, saying, "Hear ne now | hold
the torc of the Liwddi kings! The kingship of ny father is mne by right!"

"There is no such right!" | countered. "Only a bard can bestow ki ngship. And | have given itto

Ll ew "

"You have no power here!"

"I amthe chief bard of our people,” | replied, calmy, confidently. "I alone hold the
sovereignty. | alone hold the power to confer kingship."

"You are nothing!" the prince roared, clenching the
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torc in his fist and shaking it in ny face. "I hold ny father's torc. | amking!'"

"And | tell you that holding a torc will not make you a king, any nore than standing in the forest
will make you a tree!"”

Sone | aughed at this and Meldron's rage deepened at the laughter. | rushed on, recklessly. "Go
ahead! Wear the golden torc, and command the gosgordd of warriors,” | challenged. "Array yourself
in fine clothes, and lavish gifts of gold and silver on the yamering pack who clanor after you
Do all you will, Meidron! But remenber this: Sovereignty does not reside in the torc, or in the
throne, or even in the nmight of the sword."

| turned to the people. It was tine for themto act, to put down Meidron once and for all. "Listen

to nme! Meldron is not the king. You have just seen a kingmeking: Liewis the chosen king. Resi st
Mel dron! Defy him He has no power here. He can do no-"

Then, before | could say another word, Midron screaned to his WIf Pack, "Seize theml Seize them
bot h!"
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4

The Captive Pit

"I amsorry, brother."

I mght have been speaking to the mud at ny feet. Llew sat with his knees drawn to his chest, his
head resting on his arnms. In the dimlight of the pit, he was a shadow a norose and m serabl e
shadow.

After seven nights and days in Meldron's captive pit, | did not blane him The fault was mne. |
had underestimated Mel dron and his readi ness to overthrow the | ong-honored ways of our people. |
had ni sjudged the support he enjoyed anong his warrior band, the WIf Pack, and their willingness
to uphol d hi magainst their own kinsnen. Yes, and | had overestimated ny own ability to exploit
the respect the people felt towards Llew They m ght have exalted Ll ew, but Meidron was known to
them and he was one of their own. Llew was the outsider, the stranger in our mdst.

Nevert hel ess, | had thought-no, | had believed in ny blood and bones-that the people woul d not
stand by and let Meldron challenge their last remaining bard. A king is a king, but a bard is the
heart and soul of the people; he is their life in song, and the |l anp which guides their steps
along the paths of destiny. A bard is the essential spirit of the clan; he is the linking ring,
the gol den cord which unites the manifold ages of the clan, binding all that is past with all that
is yet to cone.

But fear makes nen blind and stupid. And these were troubled tines. | should have known the people
woul d

34

not chall enge Meldron to the shedding of blood. In the Day of Strife, even brave nen woul d not
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risk their lives for the truth by which we have ever I|ived.
"I amsorry, Llew"

"Stop saying that, Tegid," he nmuttered. "I amsick of it."

"I did not nean this to happen.”

He raised his face to the | ow black roof above his head. "It is ny own fault for letting you talk
me into it. | never should have listened to you."

"I amsorry, Liew"

"Stop it!" H s head whi pped towards nme. "It-it is.. he struggled to rise above the |ethargy of
our predicanent but crunpled at the effort and slipped back into his nmsery. "What is the use? It
does not matter."

He was silent for a long tine, and | thought he would not speak again. But then he said, "I

renenmber now, Tegid. | can renenber everything-1 could not renmenber it before."
"What do you renember?"
"My owmn world," he answered. "Until | went back, | had all but forgotten it even existed. | did

not want to renmenber, you see? And | al nbst succeeded in forgetting altogether. But for Sinon,
woul d never have consi dered going back, and | would have lost it."

I watched himin the darkness of the pit. He had never spoken to me about his own world, and it is
not our way to inquire. Those of other worlds who sojourn anong us-the Dyn Dythri, the strangers-
are treated with respect. W accept themand include them we teach them our ways and all ow t hem
the freedomto prove thensel ves and earn what honor they can

Once our race journeyed in their world, and we gave themgifts to ease the burdens of their lives.
But no nore. The rift between the worlds has grown ever wi der, and the bridge is treacherous and
dark. W still welcone the strangers anong us, but we do not willingly journey to their world, nor
do we encourage them as we once did.

"I't had changed," Liew continued, speaking

earnestly. "The world, ny world, had changed. It was even worse than when | left-and | think only
a day or two had passed on that side. No color, no life-everything fadi ng away, decayi ng,

di sintegrating."

He seened to be trying to work sonething out in his mnd, to explainit to hinself, perhaps; so |
did not intrude on his thought but |et him speak

"It is the Paradi se War," he continued. "Wat happens here, in this world, affects life over
there. Profes-I nmean, ny friend Nettles, told me; he explained it all to me. And | believed him
But | had no idea it could be so-that the change could be so devastating. It was as if the world
was di sappeari ng before ny eyes.”

I renmenbered what he had said about Siawn Hy poisoning our world-or at |east corrupting the weak
Prince Meldron. "Corruption is always a potent eneny," | observed.

"It is nore than that, Tegid," he replied quickly, shifting in the darkness to | ean towards ne.
"Much nore than that. There is a bal ance, you see-a harnony between this world and the other

Si mon has upset the bal ance; his ideas, his schenes-just his presence here has changed things."

"And changes in this world provoke changes in the other world,” | offered. "I understand.™
"Believe ne, if there is going to be anything left worth saving-of either world-Si nron nust be
st opped. "

"I do believe you, brother," | replied. "But before we can save the world, we nmust first save
oursel ves."

"W have to get out of here. W have to get freel" He rose-as he had risen countless tines before,
to push agai nst the tinber planks over our heads. But it was usel ess, and he soon col |l apsed again
"WIIl he kill us, do you think?" he asked after a tinme. "Now that he is king-"

"Meldron is not the king. You are the king."

"Pardon me," he scoffed bitterly, "I keep forgetting."

"I have given the kingship to you," I told him How
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many tinmes had | told himalready? "You are the king. And I do not know what Meldron will do," |
replied. "If I knew, we would not be here like this now"

"Do not tell me that you are sorry, Tegid. | will not hear it yet again."

After seizing us during the kingnmaking cerenony, Meldron had dragged us up to the ruined caer and
imprisoned us in the refuse pit behind the hall. He had covered the pit with charred tinbers and
sealed themwi th a mound of rubble and filth fromthe burnt-out stronghold. There he left us under

guard. What he intended doing with us, | could not guess. And it occurred to nme that Meldron did
not know, either
He feared killing us outright, | surm sed, or we would be dead already. He had stretched the

support of the people to the breaking-point; any further trouble and he would | ose what little
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favor he now enjoyed. Neither could he let us go free to incite rebellion against him So, unti

he could think of a better way to deal with us, we would remain his prisoners

The pit was watched day and night to prevent anyone from hel ping us to escape. There were at | east
two guards at all tines, and often nore. W could sonetines hear themtal king as they cane and
went, changi ng watch duties. W knew when t hey changed because the new guards brought us water and
alittle food, which they lowered to us through a small chink in one of the planks.

So the days passed. Liew and |I remained in our stinking, filth-snothered prison, |ocked away from
the Iight, and any who night help us. And with each passing day, Ml dron despised us the nore-yet
he could not rul e unopposed while Llew and | renained alive. This thought al one cheered ne. For
inthis small way at |east, we were preventing himfrom beginning his wongful reign.

One night, | awakened to a small scraping sound, | disregarded it at first, thinking it nothing
nmore than the gnawi ng of the rats which had taken over the caer. But | gradually perceived that
the sl ow scrape-scrape-scrape had a definite rhythm
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Sonmeone was di ggi ng.

| waited, listening in the darkness. The sound grew | ouder, and | ventured speaking to the digger
"Who is it?" | asked, hardly daring to raise ny voice above a whi sper

Li ew was asl eep. But he stirred when | spoke. "Tegid? Wat is it?" he said, rolling onto his
knees.

"Shh! Listen!"
"Be quiet down there. . . you will wake the warriors.. ." The voice was that of a child.
"Who are you?" | persisted.

"It is Ffand," canme the reply. "Now be quiet."

"Who is Ffand?" Ll ew wondered.

"Who is with you, Ffand?" | asked, pressing ny face against the roof tinbers of our crude prison
"No one is with me," she answered, and the scraping noise began again. It continued for sone tine,
and then it stopped.

"What are you doi ng, Ffand?"

"Shh!" the whisper was sharp, insistent. Silence followed. And then: "It was one of the warriors.
He woke up, but he is asleep again. | have to | eave now. "

"Wait-"

"It will be norning soon."

"Ffand! Wait, I-"

"I will come back again when it is night."

"Pl ease-"

But she was al ready gone. | slunped back to the floor

"Who is Ffand?" asked Ll ew again.

"She is the girl who keeps your dog," | expl ai ned.

"My dog?" he wondered aloud, and | could tell he had forgotten all about Twch. "Ch, yes. . . ny
dog. "

"You gave Twch to a little girl. On the way to Findargad-"

"Before the battle of Dun na Porth," he said. "I remenber. | never |earned her nane."

Al that long, long day we waited. N ght could not arrive soon enough. The darkness of our prison
deepened
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and we held our breath, listening for the slight scraping sound to cone again. Wen it did not
conme, we brooded over what coul d have happened to her: nmaybe she could not get away tonight; maybe
the guard would not sleep tonight.. . O worse: nmaybe she had been di scovered and caught. . . Wat

woul d they do to her if they caught her?

We had gi ven up hope when the slow scrape-scrape- scrape began again. "She has returned!" |

whi spered. "Ffand!" And | tapped lightly on the beam above ny head. "Ffand!"

A nonent | ater her voice answered, "Shhh! Be quiet! They will hear you!"

| made to speak again, but Liew cautioned ne. "Let be, Tegid. Let her work."

| settled back, and we listened to the rhythm ¢ scrapi ng sound above us. But it had no sooner
begun than it stopped. And it did not begin again that night. W l|istened | ong, but the sound did
not come agai n.

We waited through the next day, anxious and uneasy, hoping she had not been di scovered. Wndering
why she had stopped..

Ffand did not cone the next night, and we feared the worst.

So dejected were we that we did not expect her again. So, when the scrapi ng sound began agai n on
the followi ng night, we were startled by its suddenness, and realized we had been waiting-waiting
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for it and willing it to begin again.

She worked all through the night, stopping only twi ce: once to rest-she said her hands were tired-
and once when one of the guards woke to relieve hinself.

She did not return for the next two nights. But we knew now not to be concerned. Little Ffand was
obvi ously canny and capabl e. She woul d choose her tinmes well and would not risk discovery

needl essly. In any event, we had no other course but to await her pleasure.

Ffand returned on the following night to tell us that King Meldron had announced be woul d be
hol di ng

39

court in the norning. "He has said we nust all get ready to | eave this place. He says we are
nmovi ng to Caer Modornn."

"When?"

"Very soon," cane the reply. "At dawn the day after the court."

Llewlaid a hand to my arm "Ask her howlong it will take to free us? Can she do it tonight?"
"Ffand," | said, ny cheek hard agai nst the plank above, "can you finish tonight? Can you free us
t oni ght ?"

There canme a little silence. And then, "I do not think so."

"Listen, Ffand, it nust be tonight. They will cone for us tonmorrow. We must be free tonight."
"Iwill try."

"Maybe we can help," said Llew "Ffand, tell us what to do."
The scraping sound began again-nore quickly this time, and | ouder as the girl began worki ng harder
and faster to free us. She did not stop or slacken her pace but worked through the night. Scrape-

Scrape- scrape.. . ScCrape-scrape.. . scrape-scrape-scrape... all through the night.
And then.. . there cane a dull thud, as if sonething heavy had fallen away.
"There!" Ffand's voice came down to us. "It is done."

"Good. Tell us what to do, Ffand," | said.

"The tinber is | oose now," cane the reply. "But it is too heavy for me to nove-you have to do it."
"Which tinber, Ffand? Knock on the one we are to nove."

A sturdy thunp sounded on a tinmber at one corner of the pit. "Good. Now |isten very carefully,
Ffand. W will do the rest. But you nmust |eave us now. | want you well away from here."

There canme no answer.

" Ff and?"

"I do not want to go."
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"You nmust. | do not want you to get hurt if anything goes wong. Go now. "

Ll ew spoke to the tinber. "Ffand-" he said, earnestly, "listen to ne."

"Yes?"

"Thank you, Ffand. You have saved our lives. But you nust get far away fromhere if all your hard
work is not to be wasted. Understand? Besides, think of Twch- what will happen to himw thout

you? | want you to |l ook after hima little longer. WIl you do that for ne, Ffand?"

"Ch, very well," she sighed.

"One nore thing," | said quickly. "How many guards are there?"

"Only two tonight, and they are sound sl eepers." She paused, putting her face close to the tinber
"Fare well."

" Ff and?"

No answer.

"She has gone," | surm sed. "Ready?"

Ll ew knelt beside ne at the far end of the pit. Together we gripped the tinber, working our
fingers into the cracks between the beans on either side. At last | understood what Ffand had
done: using the heap of rubble to shield her fromthe guards, she had scraped through the debris
and soil at the end of the pit and freed one beam It still bore its weight of rubble, but by
shifting the heavy tinber back and forth a little at a tinme, we began to | oosen, and at last to
withdraw it. Debris and filth rai ned down on us, falling through the crack we nade. But we worked
at the plank, sliding it back and back until there was a gap | arge enough for a man to squeeze his
shoul ders t hrough.

Then we squatted on our heels, staring up at the hole we had nade and |i stening. When none of the

guards stirred, | said, "I will go first."

| poked ny head cautiously through the gap. As Ffand had said, there were two warriors on guard
and both were asleep. | forced nyself up into the hole, wiggling and kicking ny way until | was
able to pull nyself through.

41
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I knelt, tense and sweating, behind the heap of debris that covered the pit. The guards slept sone

di stance away-as far fromthe stench of the place as possible, | suppose. That is why they had not
heard Ffand, or us.
"Cone," | whispered to Llew

A few nonments |ater, he crouched beside nme. Quickly, quietly, nmoving with exaggerated care through
the tunbl ed wreckage of Meldryn Mawr's once-great stronghold, we hastened, ever watchful for other
guards. But we net no one else, nor did | wonder. The caer was a charnel nound, stinking and

desol ate. The warriors to whose lot it had fallen to becone guards coul d not have been chosen for
a nore detestabl e task.

I marvelled at little Ffand's courage. The child had dared what bold nen shirked.

We hurried to the place where the gates had stood, and there paused to overlook the plain. | could
see the canpfires arrayed bel ow, and, towards the curve of Miir dain, the horse pickets. By
skirting the canp to the east, we could reach the nearer horses w thout being seen

But we woul d have to make haste-already the sky was lightening in the east. It would be dawn soon
and people would begin stirring. W wanted to be well away before anyone knew we had escaped.
Wthout a word, we started down the track fromthe caer. Staying clear of the nearer tents, our
hearts racing wildly, we traced the perinmeter of the canp, reaching the nearest stake line just as
the first rays of the sun broke above the horizon

There were sentries on watch: two of the Wl f Pack-careless and indifferent, it is true, but
present nonet hel ess. So we paused to deci de how best to take the horses without alerting the

wat chers. Presently, one of themrose fromtheir canmpfire and wal ked off along the |line of horses.
The remai ning sentry stayed slunped at the fire, apparently asleep

"It is now or never," said Llew, and he nade ready to dart in anong the horses. But he had not
stirred a step when we saw two horses back away fromthe picket and
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begi n wal ki ng towards us. W watched nystified, until they turned and we saw a sl ender, frail-

| ooking girl- Ffand, it was-between the animals, holding tight to their halters and | eadi ng them
to nmeet us.

She cane to where we waited at the far end of the picket. She was younger than |I remenbered, thin
her face snudged with dirt, her snile gap-toothed, her hair bedraggl ed, her clothes filthy from

her di ggi ng.

"Beautiful girl!" exclainmed Liew softly.

"May the Gfting God bless her richly,” |I murnured, scanning the pickets for any sign of the
sentry's return. | saw no one, and a few nonents | ater Ffand stood before us, offering us the
reins.

"I did not know which ones belonged to you, so | chose the best," she said happily. "Did | do
right?"

"You have done wonderfully!" | told her

"I love you, Ffand." Llew placed a big kiss on her round cheek. A sudden flush of delight lit her
face.

We gathered the reins and swung onto our nmounts' bare backs. "Wat about Twch?" Ffand asked.
"Can | trust you to keep hima little | onger, Ffand?" Llew asked. She nodded sol emmly. "Good.

will come for himone day."

"Fare well, Ffand," | told her. "W will not forget how you have hel ped us."

"Fare well!" the young girl replied. "I will keep Twrch safe.”

We turned our nounts to the north and rode for the river. Across the marshes lay the wooded hills
and, beyond, the wide Vale of Modornn. W would cross the River Mbdomun and strike east into

Ll ogres, for there was no longer any help to be had in Prydain. Aride of two days would bring us
to Blir Cadlys, the principal stronghold of the Cruin king.

We reached the edge of the marsh and Llew called out. "Wait! Listen!" | halted.

In the distance | heard the sharp blat of the horn Sounding the alarm CQur escape had been

di scover ed.

43

5

Hunt ed

M st hung thick and dense over the narshlands. W drove straight towards the heart of the fen
where the fog haze was heaviest. If we could avoid the hunters there, we would have a chance of
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escape.

But, before this small hope could take root, | heard the hounds: the sharp, savage, heart-sinking
how of a hunting hound in pursuit. There were three of the king's pack left, and Mel dron had not
hesitated a nmonent in sending them after us.

Li ew gai ned the edge of the fen just ahead of nme, and disappeared into the nist. | followed,
nearly colliding with himat the water marge.

"Whi ch way?" he asked.

"Di snount! Send the horses on!"

"We can | ose the hounds in the fog."

"They would track us by the sound,” | told him "Send the horses on and we may yet elude them"
He slid fromthe horse's back and slapped it on the runp. "Hie!" The horse bolted riderless into
the fen. | slid into knee-deep water, and sent ny nount on with a slap and a cry-then foll owed

LI ew s quickly vani shing form

I was sorry to |lose the horses so soon, but this way offered our only chance of escape. Dogs can
run a horse to exhaustion, and with their keen noses there would be no eluding them In the marsh
however, the dogs would have to rely on their ears; they would pursue the horses,
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and the riders would foll ow the dogs.

The water was cold, the sun dimand distant. W proceeded to a nearby stand of rushes. "Go in
there," | directed. The | eaves were dry-new growth had not yet come-and the dead stalks rattled as
we entered. After a dozen steps, | halted. "W wait here,” | explained. "As soon as the riders
pass, we will run to the river."

"If they do not ride over us first," Llew pointed out.

"Listen!"

| heard the splatter of a horse's hooves, and the snarl of a dog. O enching our teeth, we hunkered
down in the water and pulled the rushes around us.

Alittle distance away, we heard another horse strike the water narge and splash into the fen. But
a heartbeat |ater, another rider followed. . . and then two nore.

Once in the marsh, the m st diffused the sound of the riders, so that they seened to cone at us
fromevery direction. It was inpossible to tell where they were, or how near. Llew and | squatted
in the water, shivering, listening to the sound of the hunters all around. W heard themdirecting
one anot her, heard themcalling to the dogs, heard the dogs baying and yel pi ng.

The sound steadily dimnished as the hunters noved farther away. W waited, shivering, in the
water. The fog swirled in the air and I could see blue sky above us as the rising sun burned

t hrough the nmarsh-haze. "W shoul d nove," Liew whispered. "The fog is clearing. They will see us."
He rose and started forward.

"WAit," | whispered, grasping his wist and pulling himback down beside ne.

The plunge of hooves striking the water was the only warning we had. A horse careered into the
rushes. The rider, sword in hand, slashed as he cane.

Ll ew hurled hinself to one side, and | dived to the other. ~

The startled horse reared. The rider struck with his sword.

Thrashing, Liew staggered to his feet, and ducked
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beneath the horse's belly as the rider struck again. He grabbed the warrior's sword armand pulled
himfromhis nount. | swung out at the horse, swatting it on the flat of the neck. The frightened

beast bolted into the fen beyond.

The rider shouted. Llew struck himin the face with his fist-once, and again. Hi s struggling
ceased.

W froze, listening.

There came no answering cry, no shout of discovery.

"Help me get himup," Llew said. W heaved the unconscious rider onto our shoul ders and dragged
hi m back across the fen to the water narge where we left him

"The river is that way," | said, |ooking east. "Wth speed we m ght reach it before they circle
back this way."

"To the river, then," Llew replied

We floundered across the wetlands, skirting the edge of the marsh, scranbling now over soggy
hill ocks, and now through water to our thighs. Qur lungs burned, our hearts raced, our nuscles
ached, but we struggled on towards the | oom ng wood whi ch marked the near bank of the Mbddornn
Ri ver.

Streaning cold water, our clothing sodden and heavy on our |inbs, we gained the brushline and
forced our way through thickets of elder, wllow and hazel. Thorns raked at us. W penetrated the
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brush and drove through the standi ng wood, naking for the steep bank down to the river

At high tide, the Modornn is a wi de, shallow expanse of grey-green water. At lowtide, it is a
broad sweep of nud cut through by a single deep channel. Either way we would have to swim but |
hoped the tide would be high enough to cover our tracks across the nuddy stretches either side of
t he channel .

By the time we reached the river's edge, | could see that the tide was on the ebb. The water |eve
was falling, but there was still enough water to cover our tracks; and if we hurried, we could
reach the farther shore before the nudflat becanme exposed.

Wt hout a backward gl ance, we |urched across the
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tidal estuary: sprawing, falling, hauling one another upright, and fighting on through the nud.
W floundered through the channel and slithered across the shallows on the far side. Sticky, foul-
smel ling nuck sucked at our feet and | egs.

By the time we reached the far bank, the water scarcely filled our footprints~ But we dragged
ourselves into the undergrowh and | ay on our backs, gulping air- listening for the sound we
dreaded: the shout of discovery and the clatter of hooves across the estuary.

W waited, but the shout never came. The hoofleats did not sound.

When it appeared we had eluded the pursuit, at |east thus far, we drew together the ragged.
remmants of our strength and staggered deeper into the wood, away fromthe bank. Only then did
begin to hope we might yet escape.

We had eaten little since our capture-dry bread and sour beer which the guards |let down to us-and
hunger had sapped our endurance. W wal ked east, away fromthe river, and stopped in a clearing to
rest and let the sun dry our clothing.

There we listened intently for any sound of the chase. W heard neither hound nor horse. And
slowy the quiet of the wood began to cal mus
"W have no weapons, no provisions, no horses,
wel comre cup fromthe Cruin, do you think?"
The LIwyddi and the Cruin have often nmet face to face on the battleground. But just as often have
we feasted one another. Meidryn Mawr always enjoyed King Cal bha's respect, if not his friendship.
"Well," | observed, "a bard is wel cone anywhere."

"Then |l ead on, wise bard," Llew said. "And | et us hope Lord Calbha is in as sore need of a song as
I am of a hot supper."

We rose on tired legs to begin our journey through the wooded hills and boggy | ow ands to the
Cruin stronghold at Blar Cadlys. Al that day we wal ked-
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with much backward gl ancing and many a pause to rest and to listen for the sound of pursuit. W
reached the grassy banks of a secluded streamas the sun slipped behind the hills.

There, weary and footsore, we stopped for the night, drinking our fill fromthe stream and then
wr appi ng ourselves in our cloaks to rest and sleep in the long, winter-dry grass. | woke at dawn
and roused Llew. W washed in the stream and then continued on our way.

Four days we journeyed thus, sleeping at night beside a streamor pool, and noving on at dawn.
Four days on foot through dense wood and reeking bogland. It was too early for berries, and we
could not stop to catch any ganme. But we kept starvation at bay with shoots and roots that | knew
how to fnd; and we drank from fresh streans and pool s.

At the end of the |ast day, and the end of our strength, we came in sight of the Cruin settlenent.
Hungry beyond words, we stood at the edge of the surrounding wood and wat ched the silver snpke
rising fromthe cooking fires within the caer. The scent of the snoke brought water to ny nouth,
and a sharp pang to ny enpty stonach.

Blar Cadlys is built atop a great oblong hill which guards the entrance to Ystrad Can Cefyl, the
Val e of the White Horse, the principal route into the heart of Llogres. On the broad plains of the
sprawling valley run the huge herds of horses which give rise to the Cruin boast: horsenen second
to none. Indeed, the boast is not without a shade of truth.

"Do you think they know what has happened to Meldryn Maw ?" Ll ew wonder ed.

"No, they could not know yet-unl ess.

"Unl ess Pal adyr has preceded us?"

He spoke my thoughts exactly. "Cone, we will soon discover what they know. "

We stunbled fromthe wood and staggered up to the :aer-but slowy so that they woul d have tine to
mar k ur approach. And they did. For, as we set foot on the
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track leading to the gate, three warriors appeared at the breastwork of the gatehouse. The
forenpst of themcalled out to us, commanding us to halt and decl are oursel ves.

Liew said, rolling onto his side. "Can we expect a
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"I am Tegid Talaryant," | shouted back to him "Chief Bard to Meldryn Maw of the Liwddi. The man
with me is chanpion to the king. W have matters to discuss with your lord."

The porter regarded us doubtfully, exchanged a brief word with his fellows, and then replied, "You
claimto be nen of esteem and honor, yet you cone to us as beggars. Were are your horses? Were
are your weapons? Wiy do you conme to us ragged and on foot?"

"As to that," | answered, "I deemit no man's affair but my owmn. Yet it nmay be that Cal bha wll
think it worth his while to wel come us as befits nen of our rank and renown."

They | aughed al oud at this, but | stopped them quickly enough. "Hear me now Unless you take mny
message to your lord, | will declaimagainst you, and against all your Kkinsnen."

That gave them sonething to think about.

"Do you think they believed you?" asked Llew, as the three discussed ny threat.

"Perhaps not. But now we will see how far they trust their luck."

Apparently the Cruin guards were not in a wagering nmood. For, after a short deliberation, one of
the three di sappeared and but a nmonent |ater the gate opened. Four warriors emerged fromthe caer
and came forth to conduct us to the king's hall. They did not speak, but notioned us to foll ow

t hem

I had once been in Blar Cadlys with AQlathir, and found it little altered fromthe way

renenbered it. Yet there were changes: grain stores increased in nunber, and two warriors' houses
now where there had been but one. Qutside the artisans' huts men worked at fashioning spear
shafts; the cattle pens had been enl arged.

As we neared the hall, one of the warriors hastened ahead to alert his lord. King Cal bha received
us out si de
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the hail. Broad-shoul dered and bul | -necked, he wore his dark hair and beard short, and his

noust ache |1 ong. He strode towards us, a hand on the hilt of his sword, and a nmld frown creasing
his wide brow Those with himwatched with interest to see how the king would deal with us.
"Greetings, Liwyddi," the Cruin lord said, but he did not extend his hands to us. "It is |long

since we have wel coned your tribe within these walls. | cannot say it is a pleasure | have
m ssed. "
"Greetings, Lord Calbha," | replied, inclining ny head respectfully. "It is long since the Llwdd

have ventured across the Modornn. But no doubt you will soon acquire the pleasure of wel com ng us
with greater frequency."

The Cruin king's eyes narrowed. He had heard the inplied warning in my words. "Let themcone," he
replied. "Whether in peace or in war, they will find us ready to receive them"™

He eyed us head to heel, and what he saw did not inpress him for his scowW deepened. "Wiy have
you cone here |ike this?"

“In Prydain," | answered, "a bard is shown the confort of the hearth before he is asked to sing."
Cal bha rubbed his jaw. "In Llogres," he said slowy, "a bard does not wander through the land |ike
a fugitive of the hostage pit."

"Your words are better than you know, lord. And if my throat were not so parched fromthirst and
my belly so slack fromhunger, | would tell you a tale worth hearing."

Cal bha tilted back his head and | aughed. "Well said, bard. Come into ny hall. Eat with me and
drink; take your ease and sl eep. Want for nothing, you are ny guests-you and the nud-1oving
chanpion with you."

| raised my hands and gave him a bl essing. "Let peace attend you while we shelter beneath your
roof, and may all nen call you Cal bha the Generous fromthis day forth."

This pleased the lord of Blar Cadlys. He went before us into the hall and called for the wel cone
cup to be
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brought to him The brewnaster hastened forward, bearing a goodly-sized silver bow. He offered
the bowl to his lord, who took it and drank a deep draught.

"Drink! Drink, nmy friends, and refresh yourselves," Cal bha said, w ping his noustache on the

sl eeve of his siarc. He passed the bow to ne and | drank, thinking |I had never tasted ale so rich
and good.

| then passed the bow to Llew, who should have drunk before ne-he was Lord of Prydain, after all
But | thought it best not to reveal his rank at this tinme. He paid no heed to the slight, being
only too happy to clutch the bow between his hands.

Chairs were produced, and we sat with Cal bha, passing the wel cone cup between us until it was
enpty. The king would have filled it again, but | prevented him saying, "Your ale is the best |
have had in many, many days. But if | drink nore now!| will not be able to sing."

The king nade to protest. Liew spoke up just then
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"Lord, as you see, we are no fit guests to sit with you." He spread his hands to his torn and nud-
spattered clothes. "Allow us to bathe, and you will find us nore agreeabl e conpanions."
"l see that you have travelled hard," Cal bha conceded. "WAsh yourselves and conme to me when you
are ready. | will await you here."
We were conducted to the yard behind the nearer of the two warriors' houses where there stood a
great stone trough full of water which the warriors used to bathe when they had finished their
practice in the yard. A basin was brought to us, and tallow soap, and cloths to dry ourselves. W
stripped off our dirty clothing and stepped into the trough. The water was cold, but we sank into
it gratefully and felt ourselves revived. W lathered hair and linbs, taking it in turns to |ladle
wat er over ourselves with the basin.
Whil e we were washing, a wonan cane and renoved our clothes, replacing themwth fresh garnents,
so that when we had finished we did not have to face our filthy rags again. As we dried ourselves,
Ll ew abruptly asked,
51
"Why did the Coranyid attack only Prydai n?"
The question caught ne unawares. It was true that Lord Nudd and his vile warband had, in their
unrestrai ned frenzy of hate, destroyed nearly every settlenment in Prydain. Yet this Cruin
stronghol d-near to Sycharth though it was-had escaped destruction. Wiy only Prydai n? Wiy not
LI ogres? Way did Lord Nudd concentrate his wath on Prydain alone, while Llogres-judging fromBl ar
Cadl ys- st ood unnol est ed?
"Your question is astute,"” | replied at last. "I cannot answer."
"But you knew the Cruin would be here,” he persisted. "You knew, Tegid. You never doubted it."
"I did not stop to consider. |I only thought to escape-and this was the nearest refuge," | told
hi m
Ll ew pursued. "That may be so. And yet you assuned the Coranyid had not destroyed the Cruin. That
is not like you, Tegid."
We dressed quickly, pulling on the clean clothes we had been given, and naking our way back to the

hall. The fire had been kindled on the hearth, and chairs had been placed around it. Cal bha was
seated, and sone of his advisers and nenbers of his warband had joi ned him perhaps twenty nen in
all. A dark-haired wonman sat beside him and his warriors stood nearby with cups in their hands,

tal ki ng | oudly.

"Who is the woman wi th Cal bha?" Liew asked.

"It is Eneid," |I answered. "She is the queen.”

Lord Cal bha and his wife had been head to head in conversation when we entered. At our approach
they stopped their talk; the queen straightened and regarded us with interest. W canme to where

they sat. | greeted the queen, who inclined her head and said, "My husband tells me you have
travel l ed from Prydain on foot, and slept in thickets and fens. | hope you will find the
hospitality of Blar Cadlys nore to your Iliking."

"Thank you, lady," | replied. "Already we are nore confortabl e here than we have been at our own
hearth."

The queen rose then, saying, "You will be hungry.
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Sit with my husband. He is eager to discuss with you. Wile you talk, | will attend to nore

agreeable matters el sewhere."
She offered ne her chair and waved Llew to the enpty seat nearby; then she took her |eave of us.
"You are the first guests we have had in a very long rinme," the king said. "My wife will deemit

an insult if you do not eat and drink your fill at every neal. For nyself, | would be happy to
hear word of what passes in the |ands beyond the Mdornn."
"Ask what you will, lord. I will tell you all I may."

"Tell me this, then," Calbha said as we took our places next to him "have you escaped from

Mel dryn Mawr's hostage pit?"

Cal bha was direct-to the point of rudeness. Yet he had prom sed us the freedom and confort of his
hearth. | sawno ill intent in him or in his brusque manner, and decided to answer him
forthrightly, matching his directness with my own. "Yes. W have escaped fromthe captive pit at
Sycharth and have cone to you for help."

My free admission caused a small sensation anong Cal bha's men. He silenced the talk with an

uprai sed hand. "A bard and a chanpion in the captive pit?" he nused. "It is not |ike Meldryn Maw
to waste the abilities of such skilled nmen needl essly. Your crinmes nmust be great indeed.”

"W have committed no crine, lord," | replied, "save one only: displeasing one who has wongfully
procl ai ned hinsel f king."

If my first reply struck sparks, these words |it a flame. The king's advisers and warriors began
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clanmoring as one. "Tell us!" they cried. "What does this nean? A new king? Wwo is it? Tell us!"
Lord Cal bha | eaned forward, concern creasing his brow "A new king? What of Ml dryn Mawr ?"
"Meldryn is dead. Killed by his chanpion.™

This disclosure silenced the hall. Calbha's eyebrows raised in wonder, and his eyes turned to

Li ew.
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"No," | told him "Liewis not the nurderer. The deed was done by Pal adyr, the man Liew replaced."”
"Who i s king now?" Cal bha asked.

"The Great King's son, Meldron, calls hinmself king now," | answered. "He has seized the kingship

for hinself."

Lord Cal bha shook his head in disbelief, and his advisers fell to nuttering anong thensel ves.
"What has happened? You are chief bard-or so you say-how could you allow the kingship to be
challenged in this way?"

"I bestowed the kingship as | saw fit," | replied sinply. "Prince Mel dron disagreed with ny
choice. He seized us and threw us into the pit."

"Ah!" said Cal bha understanding at last. "So that is the way of it."

"Yes. "

"And what of Meldron? WIIl the warriors support hinP"

"They will."

"I see." Cal bha paused, turned to one of his advisers and beckoned the man forward. The two spoke
together privately for a nonent, and then the king turned and said, "I know this Meldron. | am
rem nded that he led the LIwddi warband in the northern troubles sone tine ago."

"That is so, lord," | answered. "He is an able war |eader. Meldryn had given himauthority over

t he warband. "

"What is in Meldron's heart-peace or war?" the Cruin lord asked, revealing his ow heart to nme in
that question. | knew then that | was right to trust him

"Meidron will do all to advance himsel f, whether through war or peace-though he deens peace much
t he sl ower course.”

"But what of the king?" Cal bha asked. "You said you had given the kingship to another. \Wat
happened to hi n?"

I had determ ned the nood of Cal bha's court and could now di scl ose what | had deliberately held
back.
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"He sits before you, lord," | answered, touching LI ew on the shoul der

Cal bha turned his gaze to Llew, and observed himror a noment before answering. "I did not know I
received a king at ny hearth. | trust ny ignorance did riot offend."

"Lord Cal bha," Liew answered, "I amnot so much a king that you should take note of ne. Neither am
I a man to i magi ne offense where none is to be found. Indeed, | cone to you as an exile and have
found acceptance denied ne el sewhere. | thank you for that, and I will not forget it."

Li ew s answer could not have delighted the Cruin king nmore. At once all questions ceased and jars
appeared and our cups were filled. W drank, and the queen and her servants entered the hall

O hers hastened to bring the tables so that food could be served. W ate our fill that night, and
sl ept secure beneath Cal bha's stout roof.
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6

Saf e Haven

We spent the next days at Bl ar Cadlys resting and regai ning our strength. King Cal bha proved
hinsel f a considerate host. He did not stint with food or drink, neither did he try to exploit our
distress for his gain. And there was nuch about our predicanent which a | ess honorable [ord m ght
have used to his own benefit. But Calbha left us to our own counsel and did not make any demand

upon us. | grewto trust him
And since he had earned ny trust in this snmall matter, | decided to trust himin the greater: |
told himall that had happened in Prydain through the unnaturally |long Sollen season. | told him

of the destruction wought in Prydain by Lord Nudd and his denon Coranyid. He sat silently

astoni shed as he |istened.

Wien | finished, he replied, "Sollen was overlong, and nore fierce than is comon, it is true. Yet
we did not mark it strange for all that." He shook his head slowy. "But this... Prydain
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destroyed, you say? It is nore than | coul d have inmagi ned."

Cal bha could not illum nate the nystery of Prydain's destruction. He knew nothing of Lord Nudd's
attack, so he could not answer why Llogres had escaped the denon horde's vengeance.

"What do you want of nme?" King Cal bha asked, perceiving that we had cone to the purpose of our
visit at |ast.

"I ask your aid in helping us restore Llewto the
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throne of Prydain,” |I told him

He tugged on the end of his noustache thoughtfully. "You ask for aid, and I would give it," he
said at last. "Yet it is not ny blood that would be shed in such a fight. Therefore | will put the
matter to ny chieftains and | eave themto decide."

He sent nen at once to sumon the nobles and chieftains fromthe settlements round about. They
arrived in Blar Cadlys, fifteen strong, and when they had assenbled in the hail the king bade ne
stand before them "Speak, bard," the king invited, "we will hear you now. "

| stood before them and once again related all that had happened through the season of snows. |
told them Sycharth was destroyed, and Prydain's popul ati on devastated. | told them of Lord Nudd
and the denon host, and how the Great King had net his death by treachery. | told them how the
prince had wongfully seized the torc, and suggested that Meidron was woefully vul nerable to
attack, and if we were to act quickly, we could crush the usurper before he had tine to amass
strength and power in the |and.

And then | appealed for their support in helping Liewto establish hinmself in his rightful place
as king of the Llwyddi. Caibha thanked ne and asked nme to | eave them whereupon the Cruin lord and
his chieftains sat in deliberation over all | had said.

Al'l through the day they held council while Llew and | took our ease, savoring the warnth as Gyd
stretched gentle, healing hands across the raw Sol | en-ravaged | ands. Ll ew was quiet and
thoughtful. | could see he was contenplating sonething within hinself and did not disturb him On
the evening of the second day we were brought before the king's council to hear the result of
their considerations.

The hail was dark and snelled of stale snoke. No fire burned in the hearth. W approached the
king's chair and stood before him we were not invited to sit. | could see by the faces gathered
in the gloomclosed and sol etm-that Cal bha's good will had conme to an end. Nor did he
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soften the blow, but spoke with his customary forthrightness. "W have heard the warning in your
words, bard,” he said. "And we believe it to be the saving of nany lives. For this, we are

behol den to you. Even so, we cannot support you agai nst Meidron."

"Lord Calbha," | replied, "I accept your decision although it stirs grave apprehension in ny
heart. For, in revealing Meldron's weakness, | have placed the Iives of my kinsnen in your hands-
yet | have asked no pledge of faith in return.”

"That is so, you have asked no pledge," he agreed readily. "I tell you the truth, I amcontent to
let the matter rest as it is. I will not take arnms agai nst the LIwddi or seize lands in Prydain.”
| made to thank him but the Cruin lord held up his hand. "All the sane, | am persuaded t hat

Mel dron will not be so easily appeased. For you to abide here will inflame Meidron's anger agai nst

us, and | have no wish to give himcause for war. Therefore you nust be gone from here before the
sun sets tonorrow. "

The Cruin noblemen murnured gruff approval over their lord' s decision. "But because of the trust
you have shown ne," Cal bha continued, "I will give you horses of your choice fromanmong ny own;

al so | give you any weapons you desire, and whatever provisions you consider nost hel pful to you."
He regarded us hopefully. "What say you to that?"

"You are nore than fair, Lord Calbha," | answered, inclining ny head respectfully. "W accept your
gifts."

But Liew spoke up. "Your generosity is great, Lord Cal bha. Yet |I cannot help but wonder-if it
extends so far, mght it extend a little further?"

"Yes?" the Cruin lord asked warily. "Speak it out. Wat would you have?"

"W woul d have a boat, Lord Cal bha."

Cal bha regarded Liew discreetly and tugged on the end of his nmoustache. "A boat?" he repeated,
slowy gl ancing around at his advisers; none seened to di sapprove of the request. "Very well, |

will give you
58
a boat. But, for a boat, | will ask sonmething of you in return.”

"Ask then," Llew replied. "What nay be done, that Iwlido."
"I ask your pledge of peace between us as long as we both rule.”
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"Lord, if | ama king, | ama king without a real mor people. But by whatever authority | hold, I
pl edge you the peace of ny rule as long as | live."

This was said with sinple and forthright conviction, and it pleased Cal bha i nmeasurably. Having
exchanged pl edges, King Cal bha ordered a cup to be brought and he and Ll ew drank. | marked the
event well, for it was the first time Liew s kingship had been acknow edged in deed as well as

wor d.

At dawn the next norning, Calbha |led us to the stockade where he had brought twelve horses from
whi ch we were to choose our nounts. Al were excellent beasts, and | was prepared to choose for
both of us, but Llew turned to Cal bha and said, "W have a |long journey before us, and no doubt
many dangers. The horses of the Cruin are renowned throughout Al bion, and indeed, these far
surpass all others | have seen. If you were in ny place, which would you have?"

Thi s gave Cal bha the opportunity to denonstrate his superior know edge of horses, which he did
with great zeal. "Any of these will bring a goodly return in trade," he said. "All will serve you
well." He paused and all owed hinself a wink. "But you are right to ask my advice, for it is not

al ways the fleetest foot or sleekest coat which will serve best."

He turned then and entered the stockade, wal ki ng anong the horses, patting them stroking them
letting his hands play over their flanks. Llew walked with him and they tal ked together
exam ni ng each horse in turn and discussing its nerits. | watched as the two tal ked toget her
Again | thought how Liew seened nore resol ved and purposeful. H s manner was different. For the
first time since enmerging fromthe Hero Mound on
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Cnoc Righ he appeared confident and determ ned.

Cal bha and Liew i nspected the horses and, after |ong consideration, chose two: a | eggy black nare,
and a roan stallion with white fetlocks. Both were spirited animals, young and strong. And, when
t hey had been saddl ed, Cal bha hinself rode with us to the coast on his piebald nount-a bold bl ack-
and--white stallion.

Li ke the Liwyddi, the Cruin kings had |ong maintained a stretch of coastland along Miir dain for
a shipyard. Unlike the Liwddi, however, the Cruin had never cultivated a fondness for the sea.
They much preferred their horses, and the solid earth beneath their feet.

Nevert hel ess, their boats were seaworthy and stout:

bl ack, thick-planked, lowriding, with heavy square sails. And, though he had but four boats |arge
enough to transport both us and our horses, Cal bha insisted on giving us the best of the four
Wil e his boatnen readi ed the vessel for us, the Cruin king paced the shingle, worrying over each
small detail and calling conmmands to his nen as they secured the horses in the center of the boat.
I think he was sorry to see us | eave. He had no bard, and he would have liked me to stay with him
Al so, he had conme to respect Liew, but for his fear of Meidron, he night have found a place for

Ll ew i n his warband.

So King Cal bha hel ped us as he could. And, when the time cane for us to push away fromthe shore,
he stood with his arnms crossed upon his chest and watched until we had gai ned deep water and
raised sail.

"He was good to us," Liew said, settling hinself beside ne at the tiller. "I would like to repay
hi s ki ndness one day."

"Wl l, now that you have your boat, where will you go?" | asked, turning ny eyes to the sea
spreadi ng bright before us. "The sea is calm the wind is fair. Meidron is far behind us. Were
will you go?"

"To Ynys Sci," he replied without hesitation. "There we will receive a wel come worthy of us."
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So we sailed for Sci-fairest of Albion's scattered isles-hastening over the whale-track to our
saf e haven. Qur boat was not fast, but it would have sailed itself, | think. W had only to keep

the sails full and the prow divided the sparkling water. W travelled secure in the know edge that
Mei dron could not follow us-there were no boats left in Sycharth. Once out of sight of Miir d ain,
we felt bold to go ashore where and when we woul d to make canp and find water and fodder for the
hor ses.

Inall, it was an agreeabl e voyage-save for the fact that the |land we passed was enpty and
forsaken. Prydain was a wlderness. W saw no sign of anyone, and it caused nme to wonder whet her
we would fnd Sci inhabited when we arrived.

When, after our days on the broad-swelling sea, we sighted the rocky headland of Sd, | stood at
the prow and scanned the cliffs above the bay. "There!" | shouted, pointing to the slender snoke
plunme rising fromthe kitchens behind Scatha's hall. "Nudd has not carried themaway after all!"

"Good," replied Liew. That was all he said, but |I could tell he was nuch relieved. During his |ong
sojourn on the island, he had given his heart to the place. "So far as | have one," he once told
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me, "Ynys Sci is ny home."

But he had anot her reason for wanting to come to Sci. The island was well beyond Mel dron's reach
it would be I ong before the usurper could venture here in search of us. Yet, renpte as it was, Sci
held commerce with all of Al bion: the sons of nobl enen and chanpi ons cane fromevery realmto
Scatha's Isle to learn the warrior's art. Through them we woul d di scover how natters stood in

Cal edon and Li ogres.

These thoughts were on ny nind as we sailed into the shallow, sand-ri med bay. Qur arrival had
been seen and we were greeted by Boru, chief instructor in Scatha's school. He rode down to the
beach fromthe clifftop caer to greet us.

"Tegid!" he cried, when he saw ne standing at the
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prow. He lashed his horse into the swirling surf, |leapt fromthe saddl e, and waded out to neet us.
"Tegid, it is good to see you. Wlcone!" | threw hi mthe rope which he wapped around his hands

and began wal ki ng backwards to the beach. "And who is with you, Tegid?"

"Boru!" Liew said, leaping fromthe boat. "Do you not know ne?"

The | anky warrior halted at the voice and stared. "Llyd?" he said. "Can it be?"

"Llyd it is-or was," | answered. "He is Liew now. Mich has happened since we were last with you."
"Greetings, brother!" Liew splashed towards him extending his hands in the kinsman's wel cone.
"Liew, is it?" Born l|aughed, dropping the rope and gripping Liews arnms tightly. "So you have won
a proper name at last. Tell me all about it!"

"In time, intinme," Llewsaid. "Tegid is bursting to tell you everything."

Born hel ped secure the boat and unship the horses, which we rode bare-backed across the beach and
up the narrow, winding track to the caer. Scatha's caer has neither wall nor gate-her renown as a
warrior is all the fortress she requires. Thus we rode directly to the hail entrance and

di snount ed.

"Smell the air, Tegid!" said Llew, drawing a deep breath. He turned his face to the sky. "And | ook-
ahh, the sunlight!-it is like nowhere else."

Born went before us into the hail, throwi ng aside the oxhide covering the doorway and calling
loudly. It was not Scatha who answered, however, but Goewyn, her gol den-haired daughter. She rose
fromher seat at the hearth, surprise giving way to pleasure as she hastened to wel cone us

"Wel come, Tegid. It is good to see you. It seens an age since you left here, yet it is but one
season. "

She turned politely to Liew Her smile faltered as her eyes played over his features.

"Goewyn... I-" Llew began.
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At the sound of her name on his tongue, she said, "Llyd?"

He nodded. She stepped hesitantly nearer, raising her hands to touch him but hol di ng back

"LIlyd he was," | explained, "but no longer. The man you see before you is now named Liew, and he
is king of Prydain."

"lIs this so?" Goewyn's eyes grew w de. "A king?"

"It was Tegid's doing," Llew admitted. "It is a long story."

"That is a tale | want to hear! King of Prydain?' Born hooted in genuine surprise. "Wwo woul d have
guessed it?"

"You have changed," Goewyn said softly. "And in nore than name only. You are not the same nan who
left here only a season ago." She lifted a hand to touch his hair, his face. Then, as if reassured
that the man standi ng before her was the one she renenbered, she enbraced him "I have m ssed
you. "

This last was said to Liew alone-truly, the welcone in her soft brown eyes was for himalone. |
saw how easily she gave herself to him and knew that through the dark, snow plundered days of
Sol l en, she had carried a glowi ng enber within her heart. This enber kindled a flane the nonent
she enbraced Liew, and it began burning brightly fromthat nonent.

And why not? They knew each other well. Liew had spent seven years on the island: training as a
warrior through three seasons of the year, and resting during the cold fourth season-resting and
taking his ease with Scatha's three beautiful daughters, each of whom served in the court of a

ki ng, and each of whomreturned to winter on Ynys Sci when nost of the warriors-intraining had
gone hone to clan and kin.

bedient to Meldryn Maw's conmand, however, Liew had not returned to Sycharth, but spent the
wild, cold Sollen seasons on Sd with those few whose privilege it was to remain in that bright
conpany.

| turned to Born. "How nmany warriors are here?"
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"Si xteen," he replied. "They have gone hunting on the far side of the island and will not return
until they have run the legs off their horses. No others have arrived yet."

"Where is Scat ha?"

"She is riding," Goewyn replied. Renmenbering her courtesy, she noved away quickly. "You are tired

fromyour journey. Sit, please, and rest. | will bring food and drink."
She hastened away, and Ll ew watched her until she di sappeared from sight behind a screen at the
far end of the hail. "It is good to be here. | feel as if | have been away forever."

"Sit, brothers," said Born, drawi ng together chairs for us. He |l owered hinself into a seat and
folded his long arns over his chest. "Wiat tidings fromMidryn Maw ? Where are your warrior-
cubs?" he asked, beam ng at us.

I wondered at this. Could it be that those on the island knew nothing of what had passed in the
wor |l d beyond their shores?

"What have you heard from Prydai n?" | asked, taking my place.

"Not a whit; not a whistle," Born answered. "But that is not surprising. The sea froze between Sci
and the mainland this year. | have never seen it so cold-1 thought it would never end."

Just then Goewyn reappeared, with Govan fairly dancing behind her. Sisters they were, but as

unli ke as two wonen may be. Goewyn's hair was golden and fine as flax, her skin fair and white;
Govan's hair was tawny and her skin deep-hued, as if kissed by the sun. Govan's eyes were bl ue
where her sister's were brown. And whereas Goewyn was tall and el egantly graceful, Govan was
ninble, lithe, a delight in notion. She was rarely quiet, and never still. Werever Govan was
there was |l aughter-or tears, it is true-but seldom silence.

Accordi ngly, they cane | aughing into our presence. Govan approached Llew directly. She raised w de
eyes to neet his, searching his face, fascinated by the change she
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saw there. "Llyd?" she whispered in a voice nmade snall by awe. "What has happened to you?"

"It was a hard winter," Liew replied.

"My sister told me you were changed, but.

Delighted by the alteration in Liew s appearance she |aughed, letting the words go.

"It is good to see you too, Govan," Llew replied.

"You were ever wel cone here," Govan told him suddenly sol emm-suppressed | aughter tugged at the
corners of her nouth. "And you shall be no | ess welcome now that you are a king."

We heard the holl ow sound of hoofbeats outside and, al nost before they ceased, she was there-
Scatha, clothed in a scarlet cloak and mantle, with a girdle of plumpurple. Her long hair was
unbound and wi nd-tossed fromher ride. Her cheeks glowed with her exertion, and she entered the
hall with eyes alight, for she had seen our boat on the beach and knew she had guests to wel cone.
"Tegid!" she called upon entering. "Greetings and wel cone to you." She turned to Llew. "And to you
al so-" Scatha hesitated, stepping closer and scrutinizing Llew carefully. "Llyd? Is it you?"

"I have returned, Pen-y-Cat," he answered, using the informal title which her warrior pupils

best owed upon her: Chief of Battle.

"Conme to ne, son of mine," she said. All who had mastered their skills in her hard school she
recogni zed as her sons.

LI ew st epped before her. She placed her hands upon his shoul ders and gazed long into his eyes.
"Yes, it is Llyd," she said, and, |eaning close, kissed himon both cheeks. "Wl conme, ny son."

"I amcalled Ll ew now," he told her sinply.

"And he is a king!" added Govan.

"ls he indeed?" Scatha asked, regarding Llew placidly. "This is a tale | will hear gladly." At
that nmonment, servants entered with platters of bread and cold neat, and jars of beer. "Build up
the fire and fill the
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cups," Scatha called to them Turning to ne, she said, "And you, Tegid Tathal, will tell us how
this remarkabl e thing has cone about."

"At last!" said Born. "And here was |, thinking he had swall owed his tongue."

Just then Gwenllian, Scatha's first daughter, entered the hall. She had been riding with her

not her, and had seen the horses stabled before comng in. She now joined us, calling a greeting as
she gl anced quickly fromone to the other of us.

Upon seeing Llew, she froze in mdstep

The smile of wel come vani shed from her face, and her body grew rigid. | thought she night swoon,
for she swayed on her feet-but her eyes renained bright and alert. W all fell silent, watching
her. "Hail, Liew, | greet you," she breathed in alnost silent recognition, her eyes playing over

his features. "You have cone at |ast."
I did not wonder at this odd greeting, for it was Gnenllian whose enerald eyes had first glinpsed
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t he shape of the dire events which had cone to pass in Albion. And flane-haired Gaenllian it was
who bestowed the prophecy upon LIyd fromwhich he had taken his new nane. Seeing himnow, w se
Banfdith that she was, she recognized himdespite his altered appearance, or it may be because of
it.

The nonent passed, and Geenllian went to him she pressed his hand and ki ssed his cheek by way of
greeting. Scatha watched this exchange, her features sharp with interest. And even as her daughter
st epped away, Scatha's eyes remmi ned on Liew, standing easily now, assured once nore of his place
anong them | do not know what the Pen-y-Cat saw perhaps she was renenbering the nan she had
|lately sent away, or appraising a strong new ally.

We settled at the glowi ng hearth, and | began ny doleful recitation of all that had happened since
Liew and | had last sat in that happy hail. | told them about the harrowi ng of Prydain by Lord
Nudd and his denon host of Coranyid-of Sycharth's destruction, and that of

66

all the settlenments large and small throughout the land. | told them of our desperate flight to

Fi ndargad, and the long siege brought to an end by Llew s discovery of the Singing Stones by which
the dying Phantarch had contrived to save the Song of Al bion

Lastly, | told themof Llews Hero Feat on the wall at Findargad, and Prince Meldron's treachery
which ended in the Great King's death; | recounted Meldryn Maw's funeral and entonmbnent, and how,
in full sight of everyone, Llew had emerged fromthe Hero Mound. | told them how | had bestowed
the kingship upon Llew, and how in retaliation Meldron, w cked seed, had stolen it away and

i mprisoned us. | described our escape fromthe hostage pit, and our flight to Ynys Sci.

In short, | told themeverything that had happened in the | and since we had | ast sojourned on the
island. | knew we woul d have need of Scatha's considerable aid in the days to cone, so | held
not hi ng back. | had already begun to conceive a plan by which we could regain the throne of
Prydai n.

For their part, ny listeners heard the sorry tale in silence, bread and cups untouched at their
hands. When | finished, night had deepened and the hall was dark. We sat in a circle around the
central hearth, the fire dwindled snall. The ticking of the enbers grew loud in the silence of the
hall. My tale had stunned and astoni shed. Born stared into the shimrering coals, his face deep-
shadowed and drawn. Scatha and Govan frowned, their eyes glimrering with unshed tears. Gaenllian
erect, hands before her, fingertips together, renained inscrutable behind closed eyes. Goewyn wore
a |l ook of nmingled pity and pride, and I wondered what she had heard in nmy words to awaken such a
response.

Finally, Scatha raised her eyes, drew breath and said, "I amsorry for Meldryn Maw's death, and
saddened by the shaneful actions of his grasping son. Whatever | can do to help you, be assured-it
will be done."

Scat ha had offered ne outright that which | had hoped by persuasion to obtain. | accepted gladly.
"
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thank you,” | replied. "Wth your help we will make good Llew s claimand establish his rightfu
reign."

But Gwenllian raised a cautioning hand, "You should know this: ny nother is bound by a strong geas
never to support one king over another in battle, or to raise sword agai nst any who have delivered
kinsmen to her tutelage, unless any first raise hand agai nst her." She paused, allowing ne to take
in the full inport of her unhappy words.

I understood the wisdomof this prohibition, even as | lanmented its unfortunate effect. For
Scatha's taboo neant that we could not count on her considerable skill and support in battle.
"It is true," Scatha replied. "There are sone neans | amnot free to pursue."

"Pen-y-Cat," said Llew, "though your blade alone is worth a hundred, it is enough that you have
received us and given us shelter. You need have no fear for your geas. We will find another way to
overcome Meidron."

"Well, 1 am bound by no such vow," Born said, leaping to his feet. "I will gladly take arns

agai nst Meldron and any who follow him | support you, brother. \Whatever | have is yours to
comand. "

"Thank you," Liewtold him "I accept. No doubt |I will have need of your strong arm"
"Come, " said Scatha, rising, "we will speak no nore of this now You are friends too | ong absent
fromthis hearth. Tonight we will eat and drink together and rejoice in your safe return." She

called for the fire to be built up again, and for food and drink to be served anew. Talk turned to
happi er things, and we lingered no | onger on Meldron and his | ow treachery.

Ni ght was far gone when we departed to our sleeping places. Quitting the hall, we followed Born
across the noonlit yard to the warriors' house. Llew stopped abruptly and | ooked up at the star-
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spattered sky.

"What is it? What do you see?" | asked.

He did not answer at once. "l had forgotten how bright they are here,” he nurrmured at | ength. "And
how cl ose. "
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7

Bl ack Beltain

Li ke noisy gulls returning to their sumer nests, the young warriors began flocking to Scatha's
school. On the wings of the wind they cane-though none from desolate Prydain. This |lack was nore
than made up by others from LI ogres and Cal edon

Liew and | stood on the cliff as the first boats discharged their eager passengers. Boys, some as
young as ei ght sunmers, trooped ashore, their heads full of the glory they would win with skills
they had yet to naster

"Scatha's fields will be full this year," | observed. "Another fme harvest."

"Hn?" Ll ew said absently. He was watching a man secure a boat with no other help but the rope

wr apped around his broad shoul ders. The man | eaned into his task, back heaving, strong |egs
churni ng as he dragged the boat onto the shingle.

"There is a stout battlechief,"” | said, and, catching Llew s rapt attention, asked, "Do you know
hi "
"Yes, | think | do," he answered and at once began scranbling down the cliff-track to the shingle
bel ow.

| followed, and heard hi mshout: "Cynan!"

The young man gl anced around and a wide grin spread across his face. Wld red curls, bright as
pol i shed copper, ruffled like feathers in the sea breeze; eyes cool and blue as chips of ice
cheerfully scanned the shore to see who had called him A thick silver tore gleaned at his throat.
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"Here, Cynan!" called Llew, splashing into the

wat er .

"Greetings, friend," he said as Llew came to stand before him "Cynan ap Cynfarch I am" He
continued to smile, but no recognition came into his eyes.

"Cynan, it's nme: Llyd!"

The young battl echi ef paused, keen blue eyes squinting in friendly scrutiny. "No-is it. . . Llyd?"
"You renenber!"
"Llyd ap Dicter!" Cynan cried. "ls it you, nan?"

A strange nane: Anger, Son of Fury. Wat did it nmean?

Ll ew | aughed and seized himby the arms. They enbraced as kinsmen, tal ked and | aughed, oblivious
to the waves surging around them Taking the rope, the two friends beached the boat and then
strode onto the shingle where | stood.

"Tegid," Liewsaid, "this is Cynan Machae. He is ny sword-brother, and it is to himthat | owe all
| know of humility."
"Humi liation, you nean
a sorry opponent!"
"Cynan's father is King Cynfarch of Cal edon,"” Liew explained. "His is the largest clan in the
south.”

"I'f you are including sheep as well,'
calls Llyd friend is friend to ne."
"Greetings, Cynan Machae," | said. "May your spear fly true as your word."

Ll ew thrust out a hand to me. "This is Tegid Tathal, Pen-derwydd of Prydain," he explained to
Cynan. "He allows nme to travel in his conpany."”

"You serve a Chief Bard?" Cynan raised his scant red eyebrows. "You have risen in the world since
| last saw you, Llyd."

"Indeed,"” | answered, "though he will not say it hinself. He is LIyd no longer. He is become Liew,
and he is the king |I serve."
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The amazenent in Cynan's blue eyes was genuine, as was his pleasure. "Cl anna na cal" he hoot ed.
"The stunp of a spearhandler | renenber was never yet a chieftain, nmuch less a king." He pressed a
finger to the hollow of Llew s throat. "Were is your golden torc, nan?"

"Cone to the hall and we will raise cups together," said Llew

Cynan | aughed, draping an arm across Liew s shoul ders. "Ach, but you were

Cynan added happily. "Good greetings to you. Any nan who
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"A man of nmy own heart," Cynan replied. "Lead the way."

They started off across the beach to the hill track, and Liew turned back. "WII| you cone, Tegid?"
"I will join you in a while. The day is good; | want to walk and think. Save ne a jar."

| watched the two of them nount the steep track |leading to the caer. Then | turned and began
wal ki ng west over the strand. The sea gli mered and gl eaned |i ke hanmered silver, and the sky
shone burni shed blue. The salt air was crisp and fresh; a pale sun slowy warned the | and and

wat er. The small round rocks beneath ny feet sounded hollow as | trod over them and the gulls
circling far above shrieked their shrill cry.

Yes, a good day to wal k and think-and | had rmuch to think on. My forenpst concern was the raising
of a warband to carry our claimagain~t Meidron and regain the kingship. The LI wddi warband,

t hough much di m nished, still nunbered eighty. And the prince's WIf Pack renmined intact-an elite
force nade up of twenty of Prydain's best warriors.

We woul d have to do nore than merely match Meldron man for man. W nust overwhelmhim | had no

wi sh to make war on nenbers of ny own clan, but a | arge enough force m ght nean | ess bl oodshed in
the end. Yet, to gather a warband of any size. . . easier to coax oysters fromthe sea, or beckon
birds fromthe sky. Nevertheless, that was the task set before us.

| scrambl ed over the sea-lashed rocks and rounded the headl and. The wind hit me full and fresh.
pulled the air deep into nmy lungs and tranped over snoboth wet sand

7

the sea had just abandoned.

The difficulties of raising a warband occupied ny mind for a time, but ny thoughts drifted.
Unaccount ably, | began thinking about the night on the sacred nound at Ynys Bai nail -when out of
the I owering stormwack the Cythraw, ancient evil, was |oosed upon the land. | reached back into
the shadows of nmy menory to that accursed night when O lathir, Chief Bard of Al bion, died

| heard again the voice of AQlathir, lifted in the secret tongue of the Derwyddi, crying out in
desperate entreaty. The sacred mound trenbled with the sound. | swooned. The last thing | saw was
the Chief Bard standing alone with his back to the pillar stone of Prydain, his staff of power
above his head, straining to hold the withing Cythrawl at bay.

Before he died, Alathir breathed his awen into Liew. | did not see this happen, but |I do not
doubt that it occurred exactly as Llew described it to ne: a dying nan's kiss.

LI ew possessed the Chief Bard's awen, but he was not a bard. The awen is the bard' s guiding

vision, it is the illumnating spirit of his craft, it is the essence of know edge nade nani f est
in power. In a bard like AQlathir the anen was a nost form dable tool and weapon. And this Liew
possessed but, as he was not a bard, he could not call it forth at will.

Thi s weapon was not lost to himconpletely, however. | had seen it flash forth fromhimin the

Heart of the Heart, the hidden chanber of the Phantarch deep under Findargad's rock. There,

qui ckened by the power of the Song of Al bion, the awen had transfigured him

LIyd, the reluctant warrior, had becone Llew, the chanpion.

The Chief Bard's awen was alive in Liew, but it remained buried deep within. It would be an
invaluable aid to us if | could find a way to allow himto invoke it. But the training of a bard
is difficult and long. Even so, the disciplined harnony of mind and heart that unites in
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the song spirit is not granted to all who enter the narrow gate of the Derwyddi, and not every
bard can wield the awen as he wll.

It felt good to walk so-the wind fresh on ny face, the sun warm and the sea spreading fair beside
me. A plan began to take shape in my mnd. | was the last bard of my people; all the rest were
gone. But judging fromwhat | had seen of Llogres and on Sd, Lord Nudd's destruction seened to
have been confined to Prydain alone. It seened likely that anong the tribes of Cal edon and Liogres
the bards did not even know what had happened.

It caine to me that | mght send to themthrough the warrior-Mbinogi who flocked to Scatha's
isle. Yes, | would gather the | earned brotherhood and tell themall that had taken place. | would
apprise them of Meldron's offense agai nst sovereignty, and ask their aid in helping us restore the
ki ngshi p of Prydain.

In the next days, | talked to the boys and young nen arriving on the island and di scovered which
ki ngs in Cal edon and Liogres naintai ned bards. Fromthe warrior-Mbinogi | |earned the nanmes of ny
brothers and where they could be found. And then | waited, giving nmyself to the tasks | found in
Scat ha's service

Through days as sweet and rich as gol den nead, the Weel of Heaven revolved, turning through its

measur ed course: through planting tinme and bl ossomtinme-when the hills glowwith tiny gol den
flowers, and even the deep-shadowed gl ens deck thenselves in red and purple-the seasons worked
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their slow enchantnment. | watched the signs, nmarking each day's passing and observing the sacred
cel ebrations and festivals of our people.

| observed al so the growi ng bond bet ween Goewyn and LI ew.

They were often together: riding in the fresh dawn light, walking the hills at sunset or the

silvered strand by nmoonlight. | saw how Goewyn wat ched him delighting
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in his presence. It was not dawn's fresh light that rose in her dark eyes, but something brighter
still and just as clear and strong.

Liew held hinself enthralled by her every grace-by her bright-braided tresses no | ess than by her
| augh, by the curve of her lips no | ess than by the cool touch of her slender fingers. Liew was
not lonely with Goewyn ever in sight.

Rhyl | a, season of seedfall and song, canme in its time, bringing the short, anber-tinted days and
frost-tinged nights. The Season of Snows followed, with cold, wet, gusty days. But before the ice-
| aden gal es conspired to end sea travel, the young of Scatha's school departed to their separate
real ms and the hearths of their clans.

Before the ships departed, | spoke to those returning to the nmainland and extracted sol emm vows to
deliver my nmessage to the bards: at the request of the Chief Bard of Prydain, a gorsedd on Ynys
Bui nai | one moon after Beltain.

I stood on the cliff, the wind lashing ny cloak against ny |egs, and watched the ships setting
forth on their honeward journeys. Wrd of the gathering went with my pledged nessengers; | had no
fear that it would fail. Wien the last ship sailed fromthe bay, | hastened to the hall, warmng
mysel f with the know edge that nmy plan, so long anticipated, was finally proceeding.

Fortunate indeed are those who enjoy the shelter of Scatha's hail when the cruel wind hows. There
is feasting on savory meat and sweet bread and honey nead; there is singing and the matchl ess
musi c of the harp and tales of wonder; there is sporting at games and hunting and riding in the
snow, returning red-checked to sip hot ale fromsteam ng cups; there is |lavish conversation over a
crackling fire; there is warmh in excellent conpany while the gale claws with icy fingers at the
roof -thatch, and the roof-tree groans.

One by one, the days passed and the year's wheel turned. The Season of |ce and Darkness waned,;
fury spent, winter gathered its flagging forces and retreated.
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The days | engthened and the wi nd warned. The nbon noved through its phases until one norning, as a
new noon rose in the time-between-tinmes, we observed the rite which marks the year reborn: the
kindling of the Beltain fire.

On that day, all other fires are extinguished so that the Beltain flame, pure and perfect, may be
the mother of ill flames throughout the year to cone. In the chieftain's house this fire burns

wi t hout cease, and anyone needing Lire is given |live enbers fromthe Beltain bed so that each
house receives warnth and light fromthe sane pure [I|ane.

Accordingly, in the dark of the noon, Gaenllian and | gathered the Nawgl an, the nine woods whose
uni que jualities produce such wonderful benefit. W obtained a goodly quantity, which | bundled
with strips of rawhide. On the highest hill on Ynys Sci, we cut a wide and shallow trench in the
turf-a circle large enough to enclose the entire conpany of Scatha's house. In the center of the
circle, we placed the bundl ed wood on a newborn lanb's white fleece.

Bef ore dawn the conpany assenbled on the hilltop

Gnenl I'ian, Govan, Goewyn, Llew, Scatha, Boru, the servants and the few warriors who wintered with
us. And then, in the tinme-between-tinmes we kindled the flame. Gasping the greenwood bow,

Grenl lian drew the gut line, spinning the length of rounded yew in the deep-cut notch of an oaken
bole. At the first glow fromthe wood, | applied the dried plant called tdn coeth, which causes
the infant flanme to burst bright and blush crinson-as if drawing life fromthe very air.

| have done this countless times. But, this time, as | touched the tin coeth to the wood, the
spark glimmrered feebly and died in a wisp of snoke. Gaenllian saw the flane fail and drew her
breath in sharply; the bow fell fromher fingers and her face went white. My heart lurched in ny
chest.

I glanced to the east, towards the rising sun, even as ny hands funbled to retrieve the bow and
yew. The first
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rays of the sun touched the hilltop and there was no fire to greet the new day. The Beltain fire
failed. The year dawned bl ack

Qui ckly, quickly, | replaced the bow and spun the yew stick as hard and fast as my shaking fingers
woul d permit-as if speed alone could recover the loss. Black Beltain! How could it have happened?
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I held ny breath, willing the flame to appear

A nonment later, a tiny plume of silver snmoke curled fromthe oak bole. | blew gently on the spark
and coaxed it to a flame. In the space of two heartbeats the fire | eaped quick and high. If any of
the others noticed anything amss, they did not showit; | think only Geenllian and I knew. So
great was ny desire to see the new year begun aright, | turned ny face away fromthe ill-onmened
flane and instead stood to greet the year renewed.

W baked the Beltain bread then, forming the small |oaves of grain and honey and setting themto

cook on flat stones at the fire's edge. Gmenllian prepared a porridge of nilk and oats and eggs,
while |I roasted the flesh of fish, fow, and kine on spits over the fire. Goewn shared out apples
and hazel nuts kept through Sollen's darkness, and Govan poured beer and sweet, yellow nead into
bowls. The fire loaves are all that is strictly required, but other itens are added as the clan
desires in order to ensure plenty through all the year

Thus, in the new light of the year reborn, we ate and drank and sang. Gwenllian, her harp against
her shoul der, sent the sparkling nelody skyward. She lifted her voice and offered a precious gift
of music to the day. But though | sang, and heard the song rising up |ike the snoke fromthe fire
before us, ny heart was not in it. Dread had taken root in nmy soul and I could not sing true.

When the fire had burned down, | gathered the live enbers to rekindle the hearthfire in Scatha's
hall. Then | collected the ash, dividing it into four equal portions for Gaenllian and her sisters
and nyself. The Beltain rite observed, we all returned to the caer
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| put the inauspicious fire behind me, and | ooked instead to the com ng gathering. | ordered the

various matters in my mnd, and wei ghed the words I would use to unite the brotherhood and rouse
the bards of Al bion to action-renenbering only too well that the |last gathering had ended in sharp
di ssension. And then, as the day drew near, Llew and | readied our boat for the voyage to the Ynys
Biinail, the Isle of the Wite Rock, where the gorsedd woul d take pl ace.

On a fair, wnd-swept day, Llew and | bade farewell to our friends and raised sail for Ynys

Bai nail and the gathering of bards.

I did not know how many Derwyddi woul d answer the summons, but this is the way of it: when the
chief bard of one of the three principal realns of Al bion determines to raise a gathering, al
bards are bound by vows of brotherhood to attend the gorsedd if no higher claimprevents them As
Chief Bard of Prydain it was ny right to sumon mny brother bards

A gorsedd brings bards fromall clans and realns, for the Derwyddi hold not to ties of blood
kinship in the way of other men; neither do we swear fealty to any lord or chieftain, save the one
who is chief over us. W who hold the kingship for our people are bound to sovereignty itself: our
fealty is to kingship, not the Kking.

This is howit must be. Kings come and go, but sovereignty remains. Kings are nen, and nmen may
fall to vice and corruption, but sovereignty is pure and undefiled at its source. Albion's bards
are charged with maintaining the Sovereignty of Albion in its purity. W, the keepers of Kkingship
are ever vigilant for those who woul d do violence to that which we have vowed to uphold through
al | things.

| held our sturdy boat close to the wind so that the prow divided the waves, driving the silver

fish before us. | was eager to reach Ynys Biinail to see who arrived first, and also to tend
Olathir's grave. | had buried himin haste, and wanted to honor hi m properly now.
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"What are you going to tell thenP" Llew asked, when he at last turned his eyes fromthe nisty blue
mound of Ynys Sci

"I will tell themthat Prince Meldron has raped the kingship of Prydain," | answered sinply.

"What do you expect themto do?"

"We will hold council and see what nay be done," | answered. "That is why | have issued the call."
Li ew nodded, his eyes on the sea's far horizon. "How nany will cone?"

"I cannot say. | believe the bards of Cal edon and Llogres renain."

"Two thirties and two?"

"How do you reckon that nunber?"

"You told ne there were three thirties and three in all Albion," Llewreplied. "That makes thirty
and one for each of the three realnms. Since no bards renain in Prydai n-save you al one-that | eaves
two thirties and two." He smiled. "Well? Have | guessed correctly?”

"Yes, if all answer the summons. Some mi ght be prevented."

"What woul d prevent then?"

"The need to protect the kingship or the people," | replied. "It is for each bard to deternine
where and when his skills are required by his people and his king."
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"I see." Llew sat down with his back to the mast and his arns fol ded on his knees. "Wat about the
Phantarch-will you tell them about the Phantarch's death?"

"Of course. It is a matter of highest concern,” | said, thinking that even | did not fully
conprehend it all. "The brotherhood will decide what to do to restore the Song of Al bion."

The Song of Al bi on has been sung fromthe begi nning of this worlds-realm fromthe beginning there
has al ways been a Phantarch to sing it. Hi dden in his chanber of stone under high nountains, the
Chi ef Bard of Al bion sang the Song; through himthe Song of Al bion was given life, upholding and
sustai ning all that existed.
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The Phantarch was dead, but the Song renmai ned. For the Chief Bard of Al bion had protected it in
death, even as he had upheld it in life. By nmeans of strong enchantnent the Phantarch had bound
the Song of Albion to the very stones that had crushed himand formed his grave nound. This he had
done so that the Song woul d not pass out of the this worlds-realmand Albion fall to utter

dar kness and chaos. These were the Singing Stones which Meldron now hel d-and by whi ch he thought
to justify his unlawful claimon the sovereignty of Prydain

"WIIl they try to recover the Song from Mel dron?" Llew inquired. Qur tine on Scatha's |sle had
done much to restore his spirits. The gaze fromhis clear grey eyes as he | ooked out upon the sea-
swel | was steady and untroubl ed.

"I do not know," | told him "This has never happened before."
We tal ked of other things then and ate some of the bread from our provisions. Qur stout boat
parted the waves, and the gulls hovered above our billowing sail. If the wind held good, three

days' sailing would bring us to our destination: Ynys Cer, |larger conpanion to Ynys Bainail

We sighted the big island early on the norning of the third day. As the wind remained favorabl e,
we proceeded to sail around the broad northern headl and and cane at Ynys Biinail fromthe west.
This made the sea journey a little longer, but saved us a rough wal k across the pronontory.

As we rounded the headl and, the Isle of the Wiite Rock came into view, shining |like a beacon in
the sun. Shielding nmy eyes with my hand, | could al nrost nmake out the pillar stone on the nound in
the center of the island. W sailed past the isle and entered the strait separating the Wiite Rock
fromits larger island neighbor. Those who go to Ynys Biinail often canp on the western shore of

Ynys Qer and then cross the strait to the sacred isle by curragh, the small |eather-hulled boats
t he Der wyddi
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keep especially for the purpose.

There is a sandy cove anpong the rocks on the western shore of Ynys Cer and a stone hut where
provi sions may be stored, and where a few useful tools are kept for those who visit the sacred
isle. The hut stands at the head of a grassy glen where horses can be grazed; through the glen
flows a clear-running stream where horses can be watered. Horses are not allowed on the Wite
Rock, nor weapons of any kind, nor any unworthy person; for Ynys Biinail, Isle of the Wite Rock
is the sacred center of Al bion

W made | andfall on the shore of the rock-sheltered cove and anchored the boat. Liew gathered
firewood and fetched water. He nobved our provisions fromthe boat to the hut, and, having done al
to make ready, he wal ked the sea strand to occupy hinself.

Meanwhil e, | took a curragh and went alone to the Wiite Rock to visit Olathir's grave. | tidied
the small nound and added to its heap of smpoth bl ack-and-white stones. Then | sat beside the
gravemound until the sun touched the far sea-rimin the west, whereupon | rose and made ny way
back across the channel to wait for the bards to arrive.

80

8

The Last Gorsedd

The first bards arrived the next norning; seventeen, and all from Liogres. They had assenbl ed on
the eastern side of the island and, having seen our ship the previous day, crossed the headland to
join us. At dusk el even bards arrived from Cal edon in two boats. And three boats from LIl ogres
appeared just after dawn the next day bearing fourteen, along with their attendant Mabi nogi

Twel ve from Cal edon arrived on horseback at m dday, and the remaining eight followed at dusk

Thus, all bards of Al bion were in attendance. They had received ny sumobns and had cone, eager to
di scuss the signs and portents which they had w tnessed since the |ast gathering.

Most of the brotherhood were known to ne, and | greeted them by nane. My heart l|ightened to see
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them again, for since Alathir's death I had nade ny way al one. For their part, the Derwyddi were
concerned to see that Alathir was not with me. Indeed, it was Olathir they were expecting; they
did not know he was dead. But though they saw | now held the rowan staff of Prydain they said
nothing, biding their tine until | should declare the reason for the gathering.

The gorsedd is conducted with all probity; strict laws of rank and order are observed. It is a
nost anci ent observance and one which is held in highest respect. Wars have been halted in nid-
battle to accommpdate a bardic gathering! It is not lightly regarded.
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Corsedd is itself a nost ancient word. It can be used to designate the chair or throne of a king,
for the earliest kings received their sovereignty atop the holy nounds or in sacred groves. The
word for throne thus indicates a nmound. And, since bards are often buried in these holy nounds,
gorsedd al so neans 'grave'. The sacred mound on Ynys Biinail was AQlathir's grave; even if he had
not died on the nound itself, it is likely he would have been buried there.

The Chief Bard of Caledon was a tall nman with a | ong dark noustache and brai ded beard. H s nane
was Bryno Hir and, now that O lathir was gone, Bryno the Tall was the nobst emnminent bard in the
Island of the Mghty. Olathir respected Bryno; he had sought his counsel on many occasi ons and
wel comed hi s conpany al ways.

When Bryno's ship arrived, | made certain to neet himthe nmoment he di senbarked. He raised his
hands in greeting, "Hail, Tegid ap Talaryant! My your song endure!" Even as he greeted ne, his
eyes slid past ne, searching for Qlathir. He meant no slight; it was an instinctive action
"Hail, Bryno!" | touched the back of ny hand to ny forehead out of respect, even though we now
shared the same rank. Still, when the time came to choose a new Phantarch, | recognized that it
would likely be Bryno Hir. "I trust you journeyed well."

He | ooked at nme, his keen dark eyes searching. "Wat has happened?" he asked softly.

I walked hima little apart fromthose who were with him "Olathir is dead,” | told himsinply.
Bef ore he could ask how this had cone to pass, | added, "And all the rest of Prydain's bards with
him 1 al one have survived."

Bryno seened to shrink into hinself; the color drained fromhis face. "How?" he asked in a
shattered voice

| explained briefly, and Bryno |istened, shaking his head gravely all the while. Wen | finished,
he turned his
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eyes to the Wiite Rock. "Yet the sacred center was not defiled."”
"Liew," | replied, "the man with ne, prevented it. He has received Alathir's awen, and | have

made hi m ki ng of Prydain."

Bryno was silent for a | ong nonent, searching the neaning of all that | had told him Wse and far-
seeing, the Chief Bard of Caledon rightly understood the peril facing us. "The Day of Strife," he
said at |ast. Then he asked, "Wat of the Phantarch? Dead?"

"Yes."

He did not ask how this had cone about, nor how | knew it to be true. "And the Song of Al bion?"
"I't was saved," | answered, and told himabout Llew s Hero Feat with the Singing Stones.

"Where are the stones now?"

"Prince Meldron has them™" | answered. "But with help, | amcertain they can be recovered."

Despite this reassurance, Bryno passed a hand before his eyes. He renmmi ned sone nonments in silent
nmour ni ng for the age he saw passing away before our very eyes. "The Day of Strife," he repeated
slowy, heavily, as if the words were weighted with the grief of all the world.

After a nonent, he turned to nme. "Olathir tried to tell us, but we would not hear him" He was
recalling the |l ast gathering of bards which had refused AQlathir's warning and i nstead had fallen
into discord and di ssensi on

"Not even A lathir knew what woul d happen,” | offered. "If he had known, he woul d never have-"
The bard lifted his hand and gripped ny shoulder. "No," he said gently. "W own the guilt. So be
it." He glanced at the scattered knots of bards assenbled on the strand and drew a deep breath.
"There is treachery anobng us."

"The traitor has answered for his crines," | replied. "He chose treachery, and treachery cl ai med
him" | then told himabout Ruadh, Prince Meldron's bard, and how Ll ew and | had found his body at
the bottomof the dry well shaft in Findargad.
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Bryno accepted this and set his face to the task ahead. "You were right to raise the gorsedd,"
Bryno said. "There is nuch to be done this day, and in the days to cone."
Leavi ng the Mabinogi to tend canmp, we |aunched the curraghs and plied the narrow strip of water
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separating Ynys Ccr fromYnys Bainail. Tinme and again, the small boats crossed the bl ue-green
water until all stood on the white strand. W then made our way up the long, narrow path to the
top of the great Wiite Rock, passing through the hole in the rock which | eads to the wide plain
above. In the center of this plain stands the holy nound, and in the center of the nmound, rising
like a spike, the great pillar stone. The bards of Al bion made their way to the foot of the nound.
When all were assenbl ed, we passed three tinmes in a sunwise circle around the base of the nound,
and then nounted the steep sides.

The top of the mound is flat, and the perineter marked with white stones; these forma wheel and
the pillar stone the axle. The various orders of bards: Filidh, Brehon, Gwddon, and Derwydd-sormre
of them hol di ng branches of white hazel or rowan, or staffs of oak, beech, or yewall gathered in
ranks around the pillar stone within the sacred circle.

Thus did the gathering of bards begin. Since Liew now possessed the Chief Bard' s awen, he was
allowed to join us atop the nound, though in any other circunstance that woul d not have been
allowed. Wth Bryno the Tall at ny right hand and Liew at ny left, | stood before the bl ue-painted
pillar stone and delivered ny terrible pronouncenents to the assenbled Derwddi: | told of the
deaths of Alathir and the Phantarch, the ruin of Prydain and the slaughter of Prydain's bards by
Lord Nudd, and the dawning of the Day of Strife.

At ny words, the brotherhood trenbled. Wien | finished, they rent their garnents and sank to their
knees, pounding the earth with their fists. They filled the air with wailing and | oud | amentati on,
throwi ng the white dust of the nound over their heads, rubbing it into their
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hair and beards. They shrieked their outrage to the sun, and called upon the elements to w tness
their sore distress. Many uttered vows in the dark tongue, binding their spirits to the cause of
justice for their nurdered brothers.

LI ew watched all, grimy, without a word, his arns crossed over his chest. He al one renui ned
unnoved.
When the outcry had exhausted itself, | stood once nore before the brotherhood and bade them stand

on their feet and hear the prophecy of the chanpion which the Banfiith had given to us. "Bards of
Al bi on, Wse Men, cease your |anentation! Rise up and hear the prophetic word which | shal
speak. "

They rose and silenced thenselves to hear what | would say. | knew well the words. | had hoarded
themin ny heart. | had but to open ny nouth and speak themout. Yet, even as they stood watching
me, | could not. Sonething stayed nme. | stood with gaping mouth and stared at mnmy brothers, and it
came into nmy mnd that | | ooked upon corpses: grey-faced in filthy cloaks, their hair wild, their
eye-pits hol | ow.

When the Light of the Derwyddi is cut off, and the bl ood of bards demands justice..

The words of the Banfiith's prophecy-she had spoken of this tine. The Light of the Derwddi was

t he Phantarch and the bl ood of ny kinsmen, the bards of Prydain, denmanded justice. The gathering

had cried out for justice. | wondered at this. Was this how the prophecy would be fulfilled?

As if in answer to my ill-posed question, there cane a shout-distant, yet distinct-a cry of
challenge. | turned to Llew. He stood notionless, listening. The cry cane again: a word-a single
shouted word. | heard it and recognized it. . . ny nane.

"T-e-e-g-i-i-i-d-d!'" cane the shout for a third tine.

Who dared invade the sanctity of the holy isle?

The Derwyddi surged towards the sound. Those closest to the outer rimof the wheel dashed to the
edge of the nmound to | ook upon the plain below Their
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reacti on was instantaneous and fatal

Seei ng the abomi nation in the sacred place, sone bards threw thensel ves over the edge of the
mound, racing down the slopes with shouts of rage. Qthers fell back, calling to those behind. In

the space of one heartbeat, all was confusion. The outcry was deafening. | could not rmake out what
was happeni ng.

"Follow nme, Tegid!" It was Llew, pushing through the churning throng.

More and nore of the Derwyddi were racing down the slopes of the mound. | could hear their voices

as they ran, screanming, calling on the Swift Sure Hand to strike. But why? \What was happeni ng?
What did they see?

Liew and | reached the rimof the mound and | ooked down. Warriors, a band a hundred strong,
advanced across the plain below, their weapons and shields glinting in the sun as they cane. This
is what the Derwyddi had seen-and what had sent theminto a frenzy of rage.

"Meldron!" Llew said; the word was a curse between his teeth.

The usurper was there, standing in the midst of his WIf Pack, ordering the attack upon the
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def ensel ess bards. Beside Meidron stood Siawn Hy, spear in hand, shield slung over his shoul der
Hel pl ess, | watched as my brothers hurled thensel ves onto the spears and swords of the waiting
warriors. "Stop them " shouted LIew.

But there was no stopping them Heedl ess, they rushed to their deaths, defending the sacred ground
with their bodies. The cries of the dying assaulted the air

The bards hastened to the plain, cloaks and nantles streanming, flying to their deaths. Meidron's
Wl f Pack struck and struck again. Spears thrusting, swords flashing out fromunder uplifted
shields. The warriors sinply stepped over the tw tching bodies and nmoved on.

"Tegid, do sonething!" cried Llew. "Stop them"

Bryno Hir appeared beside ne. He held his rowan staff in both hands, raised above his head, his
face dark
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with anger, his lips tight over his teeth. He opened his nouth and the air shook to the sound of
the Taran Tafod, the dark tongue. "OanmM dyfod! Gmwynt dyrnod!" he cried, calling on the clouds to
gather and the winds to blow. "Cwmw dyfod! Gwnt dyrnod!"

At his word, wi nd gusted across the plain and swirled around the base of the nmound. Vaporous

cl ouds appeared over the pillar stone, boiling out of the air and spreadi ng across the clear sky.
"Dyrnod! Dyfod! Tymesti rhuo!" Bryno Hir called, swinging his long staff through the air. The

cl ouds thi ckened, darkening the plain below Wnd whipped and flattened the |ong grass. " CQwmi
dyfod! Gwnt dyrnod! Tynesti rhuo!"”

The sound shivered the air as the dark tongue boormed out fromthe top of the mound and echoed
across the plain. "Dyrnod tynmesti, rhuo tynmesti! Terfesgu! Terfesgu!"”

Cold wi nd shrieked in the heights; clouds- swarm ng, swelling, surging-streaned over the plain.
The storm struck fierce and strong. Rain pelted down in stinging sheets, scouring the plain.

The tenpest crashed. Thunder rolled. The warriors advanced, nounting to the slopes of the holy
mound. Ll ew shouted, taking up an oaken staff as a weapon. Bryno lifted his face to the sky and
called down the wind and the rain

The eneny advanced. The remai ni ng Derwyddi descended to neet them better death than suffering the
foeman's foot on the holy nound. And they did die. The attackers, grimfaced and determ ned, nade
qui ck work of the unprotected, unarmed bards. Corpses strewed the slopes |ike dark boul ders. The
foemen wi ped the gore fromtheir blades on the bodi es before them and noved

on.

The first warriors reached the top of the nound. | gripped ny staff and dashed at them swi nging
the stout length of rowan |ike a club. The warrior-1 knew the nan; he was a ki nsnman!-stunbl ed
back. | struck at him
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with the staff, catching himon the top of the shoul der. He screaned in pain and dropped the

swor d.

Before | could strike again, a blade flashed, cleaving the staff in tw. | heard a rush behind me
and felt strong ~iands on ny throat. | tore at the hands and nore hands seized ne, grabbing ny
arns and hol di ng t hem back.

"Llew" | shouted, fighting furiously. Fromthe corner of nmy eye, | glinpsed Liew struggling with

three foemen. They had hi mpinned to the ground and were hammering at his face and chest with
their fists, trying to subdue him One of themraised the hilt of his sword and smashed it down on
the top of Llew s skull. "Llew"

| screanmed like a beast. | flailed with ny feet, and was dragged down. As | fell, | saw Bryno
sitting on the ground with his back against the pillar stone. Rain streamed down his face,
mngling with the blood flowing freely fromthe gash in his throat. Blood sneared the pillar stone
behi nd hi m and soaked the ground. One of the W f Pack stood over him wi ping his blade on Bryno's
bear d.

Bl ood and rain, and howling wi nd. The screans of the dying... death.. . abonmination in the sacred
center. . . atrocity and death..

It was quickly over. Wth Bryno silenced, the stormdispersed, nelting away, sunlight breaking
through the sw ftly-dissolving clouds. | squinted against the Iight and | ooked at the bodies of ny
brothers lying where they had fallen. The holy mound, the gorsedd, had becone their grave.

Al'l those not already dead were put to the sword. Llew and | only were saved.

LI ew was dragged unconsci ous fromthe nound. | was half-thrown, half-carried down the slope to
stand before Prince Meldron, who greeted ne with a fist in ny teeth. Siawmn Hy |aughed to see it,
and his w cked | aughter pierced ny heart nore cruelly than the red-stained spearblade in his hand.
H s eyes were wild, and cold with hate.
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"Did you think you coul d escape ne, bard?" Ml dron demanded.

| spat at him He hit ne again, and warm bl ood filled my nouth.

"Seeking alliance with the Cruin," he continued, shaking his head in nock disappointment. "That
was very chancy. You hoped for support, but Cal bha turned you out instead."

LI ew groaned where he |ay. Meldron stepped to him grabbed a handful of hair, and snatched his
head upright. "Foolish to travel without weapons," the prince observed nildly. "Especially for a
ki ng. "

"Perhaps he is the king of fools,"” Siawn Hy renmarked.

The prince | aughed and rel eased LI ew s head. Turning again to ne, he said, "You |left before

finished with you. | always finish what | have begun; you should know that, Tegid."

"Do what you will, Meldron," | nuttered through bleeding Iips. "Kill me and be done with it. You
will receive nothing fromne."

"I want nothing fromyou, bard," he sneered, "except what belongs to nme."

| knew what he wanted, but | would die before giving it to him "I have given the kingship to

Llew He is king of Prydain."
"I amking of Prydain," Meidron insisted with a snarl

"I will never see you king," | replied.

"For a Wse One, you are very stupid," he said, his voice hard-edged as the blade at his side. "Do
you still say that Llewis king of Prydain?"

"Yes, | say it!"

Mel dron gl anced at Siawn, who smled w ckedly.

"But is it true that a nainmed man can never be king?" Siawn asked, |eaning casually on his spear.
"That is the truth of it," | replied. "The bl em shed man cannot be king."

LI ew nbaned and opened his eyes. Consci ousness

89

returned to himand he struggled in the arms of his captors. "Sinon!" he hissed, calling Siawn by
his former nane.

"Good of you to join us, friend," Siawn replied darkly, and then nodded to Ml dron

"Stretch out his sword arm" Ml dron ordered, drawi ng his bl ade.

The men hol ding Llew forced himup onto his knees. After a struggle, one raised Llew s right arm
and anot her took hold of his hand and together they stretched it between them "No!" shouted Liew,
struggling to pull his hand away.

"Do not do it, Meldron!" | shouted.

Mei dronnmoved to the kneeling figure. "I want himto see this,
it."

The third warrior seized Llew by the hair and turned his head to | ook along his outstretched arm
"N-n-n-o0-o00!" LlIew groaned.

My own head was held in a tight grip so that | could not |ook away. "Stop!" | shout ed.

Mel dron brought the sword up and dropped the bl ade sharply. There sounded a dull chunk, the sword
rang and Liew s right hand cane away in a bright spray of blood. H's eyes fluttered in his head
and he col | apsed.

Mel dron picked up the severed hand and held it before me. He renmoved the gold ring which his
father, Meldryn Maw, had given Llew and placed it on his own fnger. | nade to | ook away but coul d
not. "You see?" he said, dangling the hand before ny face by the forefinger, "Llew is blemnished.
He is maimed. He can no | onger be king. Now you must choose soneone el se."

"I will never see you king."

"So be it," Meldron replied savagely.

he said. "I want everyone to see

The sword in his hand flicked out. Instinctively, | erked ny head back, but it was held fast in
the grip of ny :aptors. Meldron slashed the bl ade across ny eyes.

| screamed. The world bl azed red-hot red, nolten red, and then.. . black
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9

Cast Adrift

W were dragged down fromthe Wiite Rock to the beach and tunbled into one of the curraghs waiting

there. Half-conscious, | felt the boat shoved across the sand and into the water, and we were cast
onto the nercy of the waves.
My eyes were on fire. | lay in the bottomof the curragh, aware of nothing but the blazing agony.

| screanmed, and heard the voices of nen laughing in reply. These dw ndl ed and becane the voices of

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (33 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:45 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

gulls. 1 heard water lapping at the sides of the boat. . . and | fainted.
I do not know how long | swooned. But the flam ng ache in ny head roused me and | sat up. The
movenent brought such pain that my stomach heaved and | vomited over nyself. | slunped back and

fell over LIew

He groaned and | renenbered his hand. Hi s hand!

| struggled upright, clawning at the side of the boat. It felt as if nmy head would burst. My face
throbbed. | |eaned over, scooped seawater into ny hands and splashed it on ny face. The salt water
stung nmy wounded eyes and the pain flared white-hot-pain |ike a firebrand burning into ny eyes.
gagged and fell back

My head cleared and | pulled nyself upright. Cursing Meidron and nmy own tornent, | stretched ny
hands over Llew s inert body and began to exam ne him

He was lying on his side, his armbent at the el bow, the forearm hangi ng down across his chest.
felt carefully along the length of the armto the wist and hand. It was whole; he was |ying on
hi s wounded arm
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I raised nmyself up on ny knees beside himand, with difficulty, lifted himand rolled himonto his
back. The wounded armcaine free. Carefully, carefully, | raised the armand cradled it agai nst ne
while with gentle fngers | probed the wound.

Bl ood bubbled fromthe stunp, warmand thick. | think he had been |lying on the wound and the

wei ght of his body on the doubled arm had constricted the flow of blood; this had saved his life.
By turning himl had started the bl eeding again, but | had no other choice; and, if | was to help
him | had to conplete ny scrutiny. Wth ny fingertips, | softly brushed the raw stunp of his arm
Mel dron's bl ade was sharp; the bones and flesh were cut clean.

I lowered the stunp carefully, and quickly seized the edge of ny siarc between ny hands and ri pped

it. | then tore the cloth into a wide strip and, groping for the side of the boat, | wet the strip
of cloth in the sea.

My head felt as if it would burst at any nonment. Ginding ny teeth against the pain, | forced
nmyself to finish what | had begun. | gathered the wounded armto ne and began to wap the handl ess
stub with the sea-soaked cloth

Bl ood surged fromthe wound with every pulse of Llews heart. | could feel it |eaking through the
cloth. | tore another strip and bound that around the first; and then a third strip, which | used
to bind the other two, tying the ends as tightly as | could. | bent the armat the el bow and

nestled it against his chest, hoping he would not bleed to death. There was nothing nmore | could
do for him

Di zzy and weak frommy exertion, | ripped another length of cloth fromny siarc; | wet it in the
sea and, braving the stinging lash of the salt water, bound the strip around ny eyes. | vomted
again. And then, strength spent, | slunped back in the boat, groaning with fatigue and pain.
Blind! All was dark and formess to ne. | would never again see the faces of ny kinsmen and

br ot her s-
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never again see the light. Blind!l My world had becone as dark as grief, as dark as the seal ed
tonb, as dark as U fern's black pit, as dark as endl ess death.

I lay curled in the bottomof the small boat and wept bitterly for my lost vision, and for the
agony of ny ruined eyes-until at |ast, exhausted by misery, | sank into an enpty sleep

The torment of ny slashed eyes woke ne. | did not stir, but lay listening for a monent. The wi nd
remai ned but slight; the wavel ets sl apped agai nst the side of the boat without force. The tideflow
around the islands is not heavy; it would take us but a little distance out fromthe western shore
of Ynys Ccr. Then we woul d be subject to the sea currents and the weat her.

If the winds held steady fromthe north we woul d be bl own south along the western coast of Al bion
to be driven aground sonewhere on a strip of deserted coastland. If the wi nds becane fitful and
erratic-nmuch nore likely in this changeabl e season-we would drift further westward and arrive
knew not where.

At best, landfall was nerely a renote possibility. We had no oars, no sail, no provisions. A
single I arge wave woul d easily capsize us; a small tip of jagged rock would pierce the stretched

| eat her sides of the curragh. W were at the nercy of the wind and rocks and water.

Mel dron had been canny. He had not nurdered us outright, but left our fate to the sea. That way he
could, in all truth, claimnot to know how we had fared. He would incur no bl ood debt for our

deat hs.

Ch, but the bl ood debt he owed for the deaths of the Derwyddi was vast indeed. Had he owned a

gl eami ng nountain of gold and all the sheep, cattle, handniaids and serving nen in the Three
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Real ns, still he could not have paid it.

Sun and stars, bear witness! Lord Nudd, Prince of

U fern and Annwn, King of the Coranyid, Sovereign of
Eternal Night-he it was who had slain the bards of
Prydain. But |'rince Meldron had slain the rest. No
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bards were left in Caledon or Liogres. No bards were left in the Island of the M ghty.

No, no. . . | was yet alive a little longer, and Scatha's daughters were safe on Ynys Sci

LI ew nobaned, and canme awake with a scream | raised ny throbbing head and put out a hand to him
"Be easy, brother," |I told him "I amhere. Be still."

"Tegid!" he began, and then convul sed in agony. He shut his nouth and stifled a cry; the sound
energed as a tortured whinper. My funbling hand found his back. | could feel himstraining against

the pain, mnuscles tight, sweat drenching his clothes. He fainted again and lay still.

| drowsed.

Wien | woke again, the air was cool on ny face and the sea still. | reckoned by this that it was
ni ght. Liew nust have been waiting for ne to awaken, for when | stirred, he said, "Were are we?
What has happened?" Hi s voice cracked and his words slurred with pain.

"W are cast adrift,"” | told him "Meldron has abandoned us to our deaths."

He was silent for a tine, and then said, miserably, "I amso cold."

"Here, take this." | found my cloak and held it out. He took one end of it and | the other; we
shared the cl oak between us.

"My hand, and your eyes. . . Tegid, what are we going to do?"

"That is for the sea to decide. It is for us to wait."

W waited: through an endl ess, everlasting night. Al the next day we lay in the boat, hardly

nmovi ng. Wien the sun slipped below the rimof the world, we huddl ed together in the bottom of the
boat to keep warm W drowsed fitfully, never fully asleep for the throbbing of our wounds. My
eyes, his hand-what could we do?

The weather held fair and we counted that a blessing. Fromtine to tinme, Llew raised hinself to

| ook around. But we were far fromland, and | could get no sense of our |location fromLlew s spare
description.

On the fourth day, the wind rose sharply and swung
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to the west. The waves grew, lifting our small boat, tossing it fromside to side. Wth each lurch
and shudder we were slanmed agai nst the sides, against the curved wooden ribs of the curragh. LIew
cried out whenever his wounded stunp was jostl ed.

Ni ght gave us no relief. The storm strengthened. The sea heaved; waves swel |l ed and toppl ed over
us. Exhausted, Liew swooned, and | cradled himagainst me so that he would do no further hurt to
himself. | held himand he nuttered incoherently as the troubled sea tossed our little vessel. |
heard a strange grating sound, and | listened to it for some tinme before realizing that it was
Llew grinding his teeth. | tied a knot in the corner of ny cloak and thrust it between his teeth,
| est he bite through his tongue.

The gal e increased through the night. | heard thunder growling and felt the sting of w nd-Iashed
rain on ny face, but saw no lightning flash. As the furious heart of the storm swept down upon us,
Li ew roused hinmsel f. "Sing, Tegid!" he shouted above the shriek of the w nd.

| thought himranting. "Peace, brother. Be easy. It will soon end," | said, thinking that our boat
woul d founder on the next wave and we would be spilled into the sea to drown. W would soon join
the bards of Albion in death-but two nore anong all the others Ml dron had nurdered.

Ll ew struggled upright. "Sing!" he insisted. "Sing us to shore!"

Though the wind wailed high and wild above us, and the sea swell crashed on every side, | raised
ny voi ce and sang-haltingly at first, finding ny way. The gale snatched the words from ny nouth
and hurled themback in nmy face. "What is the use?" | shouted.

"Sing!" demanded Liew. "Sing to the Swift Sure Hand, Tegid!"

I lifted my voice in a song of deliverance to the Many-G fted. | sang the manifold virtues of the
Great Good God; | sang the zeal ous pleasure of the Swift Sure
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Hand to heed and help all who call upon him
And as | forned the song and gave it utterance, images, sharp and clear, sprang into ny mind. |

saw. . . a steep-sided glen in deep forest, tall pines straining for the sky... | saw a hidden
| ake and a fortress of tinber... | saw an antler throne on a grass-covered nound, adorned with an
oxhi de of snowy white... | saw a burnished shield with a black raven perched on its rim.. | saw a

beacon fire burning bright froma distant hilltop, and answered fromthe top of nearer hills... |
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saw a rider on a pale yellow horse, galloping out of the mist, the horse's hooves striking sparks

fromthe rocks... | saw a nighty warband washi ng thensel ves in a high nountain | ake, the water
stained red with blood... | saw a white-mantl ed worman standing in a green bower with the Iight of
the sun flaring her hair like golden fire... | sawa cairn in a hidden glen, a secret, secluded

gravenound. . .
I sang, and the tenpest raged. Qur |eather boat pitched and lurched, now lifted high and now fl ung

low. W& were blown over the billowing swell like a fleck of sea foam before the gale. Water
cascaded over us, drenching us, chilling us. The salt water burned in ny wound and filled ny
nout h.

Wth every lurch of the boat, Liew yelped with pain. "Sing, Tegid! Sing!" he kept shouting, and

t hought he nust be delirious in his tornent. Yet he persisted, and so | sang. And the visions
swar ned and danced in ny head, crazy as the tenpest whirling around us.

"Do you hear, Tegid?" cried Llew, his voice swallowed in the wind-roar. "Hear it?"

I listened and heard nothing but the wind's wild shriek, and the water's roar as waves crashed on
the rocks-the rocks!

"Do you hear it, Tegid?"

"Yes! | hear it!" It was the sound of waves beating and breaki ng over rocks. The stormwas driving
us towards the shore. "Can you see anything?"

"No," he replied. "Wait! | see sonmething. | see the
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rocks. | can see where the waves are breaking."

"Can you see | and?"

"It is too dark."

He grasped ny armwith his good hand. "Keep singing, Tegid! Sing us to land!"

I sang and the sound of crashing waves grewto fill the tenpest-tossed night. Coser, | could

al nrost feel the jagged teeth of the rocks gnashing in the storm |ooning ever closer, clashing out
of the darkness to tear and crush and destroy. Water gushed in torrents over us as the sea rent
itself on the rocks all around. My voice was drowned in the wave-roar, yet | sang, claimng a
smal|l circle of safety for our little boat ami dst the sea-w ack.

| felt the sea gather beneath us |ike a beast, bucking and heaving. W were thrown high, spun
around, and flicked as lightly as a leaf in the swirl. Sea-thunder sounded from every side,
shattering ear and mind, shaking the soul

Down into the trough, and up, up again. | heard water sucking rock and felt the boat |urch

si deways as the wave pulled away. For the space of a heartbeat, the boat hung between sea and sky.
The sea surged, lifting the boat free and hurling it high. W plunged and struck another rock and
| heard a sharp crack as wooden ribs gave way.

"Hold tight!" wailed LIew

I flung ny hands out to grip the sides of the boat and felt cold rock instead. | tried to push
away, but the boat was already slipping down. In another instant we would be spilled into the
seething sea. | gulped air and, with a | ast shout, cried deliverance fromthe watery grave yawni ng

beneat h us.

The waves retreated and | felt nyself falling. The boat fell sideways and rolled over, and over
again. Water gushed into ny mouth and lungs. The sea twisted nmy arns and | egs, pulling ne down
into the churning depths. | was tunbled and turned, dragged deeper and deeper

| struck sonething hard with nmy knee, and ny right shoul der collided with what seermed to ne a hard
wal |
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The weight of water flattened me against this wall, crushing ne |like a giant hand, forcing the air
fromm lungs. | fought with my hands to push free of the rock wall

And then- Air streamng over nme! | gasped, choking on sea

foam Then the water fell away and | found mysel f pushing against, not a wall, but a stony
shingle. A wave crashed over ne, first pinning ne beneath its weight, then Iifting ne and hurling
me further up the beach. Gasping, | scranbled |ike a crab over sea-slick rocks through the back-

rushi ng water.
The sea dragged at ny |l egs. Seaweed tangled nmy arns and ankles. The wave-surge swelled, rising to

ny hips, waist, chest. | was lifted again and propelled forward. When the water fell away once
more | was on my knees, small rocks hard under my hands.

I rose and stunbled forward, struck nmy foot against a stone and spraw ed headl ong. | heard the
roar of the waves crashing in once nore. | kicked with nmy feet for a foothold, but I was pulled
back, my hands torn fromthe rocks as the sea reclai ned ne.

Al'l at once, | felt nyself caught and held securely. And then Llew s voice straining against the
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wi nd and wave-roar, "Tegid! | have you," he shouted. "Stand!"
He clutched me by the armand lifted me to ny feet. Leaning on one another, we struggled further
up the rock-bound shore and col |l apsed on a spit of sand.

"You have done it, Tegid. You sang us to land!" Llew said, and then gasped. | felt him squirm
besi de ne, and realized he was withing with pain.

"Llewd" | threw my hands towards him He clutched at my armw th his good hand and noaned-a
hopel ess, heart-tearing sound. | held himuntil the pain eased again.

"You sang us to land," he said, when he could speak again. Hi s voice was ragged as frayed rope.
"You saved us, Tegid. W were lost."

"The Goodl y-Wse heard our song and reached
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down with his Swift Sure Hand and plucked us out of the sea-and out of the grave Meidron

i ntended. "

We | ay on the beach, shivering with cold and weak with the pain of our wounds. LIew whinpered from
time to tine, when the agony was too great to bear; but he did not cry out. Through the night we
lay on the sand, as the stormslowy dw ndl ed around us. Then, as dawn seeped into the fleeting
rags of stormwack to the east | felt the first flush of sunlight warmny face. | sang the song
had been given:

| sang the steep-sided glen in forest deep; the fortress on the | ake, and the antler throne high

on its grass-covered nound, with the white oxhide upon it. | sang the bright-burnished shield and
the bl ack raven perched on its rim w ngs outspread, filling the glen with its severe song; and
the beacon fire flamng the night sky, its signal answered fromhilltop to hilltop. |I sang the
shadowy rider on his pale yellow horse, and the m st which bound them and the sparks struck from
the rocks. | sang the great warband bathing in the nountain | ake, and the water blushing red from
their wounds. | sang the gol denhaired wonan in her sunlit bower, and | sang the hidden Hero Mbund.
When | fmished, Liew had fallen asleep beside me. | lay back on the sand and, with the sound of
the waves sighing on the rocks, | slept.
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10

The Nenet on

I could still hear the sea npaning, restless in its stony bed, but the sound abated as we noved

further inland. In nmy left hand | held a length of sea-scoured oak which | used as a staff; ny
right hand rested on Liew s shoul der as he guided me. Fromthe way ny steps seened always to
descend, | surmised that the | and dropped away fromthe sheer-cragged headl and directly behind.
After a wetched, pain-racked night on the beach, day had awoken our resolve to rise and toi

i nl and, which nmeant scaling the sea cliffs of the headl and. Neither of us could have done it

al one. Even now, | do not know how we survived. It took nost of the day, but once the headl and was
behind us we rested in a grassy cleft between two rocks, and shivered when the sun went down. It
was norni ng once nore when we began our slow trek inland.

As we wal ked, Llew described what he saw before us. "There are hills ahead,” he told me, "rising
to peaks in the distance. | can see snow on sone of the higher peaks."

"What is the direction?"

He paused to take direction fromthe sun. "South and east, | think," he replied. "The nearer hills
are rounded and wooded-nostly oak and beech, and sone pine. There is a streamjust ahead, but we
will have to clinb down to it. The wood begins on the other side. We can rest at the stream before
entering the wood, and-"

He gasped. Hi s shoul der tensed and he doubl ed over
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It was another of the fiery pains that afflicted him sharp, burning arrows of agony that suddenly
flared without warning. Wen this happened, we halted until the attack passed and he coul d nove
again. | could but inmagine the distress of his wound-perhaps it matched the hot spears piercing ny
eyes, searing through ny ~iead.

"Where are we, do you think?" he asked in a nonment, speaking through clenched teeth.

"Are the peaks wooded?"

"I think so," Liew said; he gulped air and strai ghtened sonmewhat. "They are far away. | cannot be
sure, but it looks as if the slopes are dark with trees."
We began wal king again. "It nay be we have | anded sonmewhere on the coast of northern Cal edon. |If
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this is so, the peaks you see before us are the Mnad/i Dubh."

"C an Gal anae, Cynan's people-they are in the south of Cal edon,"” Llew offered.

"Very far to the south. There are few people this far north,” | explained. "The land is wild and
unsettl ed. These highlands are prey to violent winds and stornms- as we have endured. It is no
kindly place you see before us; we will not find any king to receive us."

Carefully we picked our way down the hillside to the stream where we knelt and drank, and then
rested. Lying back on the grassy bank of the stream nmny thoughts turned to the massacre on the
mound. The gorge rose in my throat and a noan escaped ny |lips. How could |I have anticipated such
atrocity? Even now | could not conprehend it. How could | fathom such an attack? | could scarcely
believe it had happened.

When the Light of the Derwyddi is cut off, and the bl ood of bards demands justice, then let the
Ravens spread their w ngs over the sacred wood and holy nound..

So the Banféaith had said. The words, with dire certainty, were coning to pass. The |earned

br ot herhood had been sl aughtered, the light of their wi sdomcut off; the blood of bards cried out
fromthe earth demandi ng justice. So be it!
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Resting on the bank of the stream | let ny mind sift these thoughts. In alittle while, Llew
stirred beside ne. "Wat now?"

"We need rest," | answered. "And tine to all ow our wounds to heal ."

"Are you in pain?" he asked, voice tight and breath neasured

"I do not know which hurts me nore, the loss of ny sight, or the loss of ny brothers. It feels as
if ny soul has been torn fromne."

Ll ew was silent for a tinme. "W cannot stay here,
or shelter. We will have to nove on."

"W will find shelter in the .wood."

Nei t her of us noved for a long tine. Finally, Llew stood up slowy. | felt his hand on nmy arm as
he pulled ne to ny feet. "I say we follow the stream and see where it |eads."

The brush grew thick along the stream bed, making progress w ckedly difficult. But the stream soon
joined a river. Taller trees grew beside the river, and wi de wat erneads spread on either side,

all owi ng us easier travel

We noved slowy, resting long and often. By nightfall we were no great distance fromthe place
where we had begun. But the river valley afforded many holl ows and rocky dells wherein we could
find good shelter. | had nothing with which to nake a fire, but |I instructed LIl ew where to fnd a
nunber of edible roots-which he dug with a stick and washed in the river. W night freeze in the
cold night air, but at |east we would not starve.

That night | was awakened by Llew s screanms. He was in pain and trenbling with cold. | roused him
and, with nmuch staggering and stunbling, we nmade our way to the river where | conpelled himto
suspend his stunped armin the icy water until the flesh grew nunb. This gave him sone relief, but
upon returning to our cold canp we were overcone with chills and could get no nore sl eep that

he said at last. "There is water, but no food

ni ght .
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Next day, | nmamde certain that Liew found a flint striker and gathered dry nbss a-plenty to use as
ki ndl i ng,

so that we be certain of a fire fromthen on.

"What good is flint al one?" asked LIew

"There are other stones which bring the spark fromflint. | will show you. Indeed,” | told him "I
will make a bard of you before we are finished. W will rescue Alathir's awen yet."

"Lead on, 0 Head of Know edge," Liew said. "To

hear is to obey."

In this way, we journeyed into Cal edon's heart:

hal ti ng, slow, pain-wacked steps, with nuch pausing to bathe inflamed wounds in the clear, cold

flowing river. During one such pause, | bade Llew unwi nd the bandage fromhis wist. "Describe the
wound to ne," | said.

"I't is nending."

"Describe it. | nust know if it is healing properly."

He took a deep breath and | oosed the strips of cloth with which I had bound his wound. He groaned-
partly with pain and partly with grief-as the cloth cane away fromhis gory stub. "It is black,"

he said. "There are white flecks of bone init."
"Wash it in the water and then tell ne what you see,”
| instructed.

He lowered the armgently and | heard him sw sh the
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linb forth and back in the water. "C anna na cu," he

muttered through cl enched teeth.

"How does it | ook now?" | asked when he finished

"More red than bl ack. Some of the bone chi ps have

washed away. It is bleeding again."

"The blood-is it thick and red? O is it thin and

watery. "

"Thick and red, | suppose.”

"And the flesh around the wound-is it inflaned and

hot to the touch? O is it cool? What is its color?"

"Well," he answered after a noment, "it is warmto the touch, but not hot. The skin is red and
swol I en, but not inflamed. Here, you feel," he said, and | felt his hand take ny right wist and
guide ny hand to his arm He
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pressed my fingertips to his wist. "There."

I gently probed the flesh around the wound. It was warmto the touch, yes, but not feverish hot,
as it would be if it were inflanmed. Wien | touched the wound itself, he winced and jerked his arm
away. "l amsorry."

"Wl ? What do you think?"

"I think healing has begun. It should be wapped again, but with clean cloth."

"Where will we get that?"

I drew ny siarc over ny head and began tearing it between ny hands. Llew protested. "Not your
siarc, Tegid. You need what is left of it to keep warm"

"I have nmy cloak," | replied, and proceeded to rip the cloth into strips. "Now, help nme wash them
in the water."

Toget her we knelt at the river's edge and rinsed the strips of cloth. Wien we had fmi shed, | gave
themto Llew, saying, "Spread these on a bush and let themdry in the sun.”

Llew did as | instructed himand we slept in the warm sun. Wen the cloth strips were dry, |

hel ped Llew to bandage his arm whereupon he said, "Now it is your turn."

| reached a hand to the binding on ny eyes. "It is well."

"No," he informed ne flatly, "it is not well, Tegid. It is filthy with blood and dirt. You have to
change it."

I unknotted the ends and unwound the binding; the cloth stuck to the wound and we had to pull it
free, which started the blood flowing again. | bit my |ip to keep fromcrying out. "You have to
wash it now, " Llew insisted.

Wth Llew s help, and with difficulty, |I lowered ny face to the water and gently spl ashed wat er

onto nmy face and the raw wound that had been ny eyes. The sting of the cold water countered the
fire of the pain sonewhat, and | felt better for it.

| raised my head fromthe water and turned to LI ew. "How does it |ook? Describe it to nme."

"It is aclean cut,"” he told ne. "The flesh is red and
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swol | en around the gash, and there is sone yellowi sh Fluid seeping out. But the blood | ooks good-
it is not watery."

| pressed ny fingertips to the edges of the wound and

felt the flesh. It was sore and inflanmed. "Wat of my eyes?"

Al though he tried to keep his voice | evel and dispassionate, | sensed that he was disturbed by
what he saw. "There is so nuch clotted bl ood and swelling. . . brother, |I cannot tell. | think you
shoul d keep them covered."

He feared to say what | already knew. ny eyes were ruined. Since Meidron's cruel stroke, | had
seen neither spark nor blush of light. Brightness of sun and darkness of night was all the sane to
me. | would never see again.

W stayed two days in a grassy deli, resting, conserving our strength. W ate the roots of water

plants that grewin the river, and kindled warmfires fromfallen branches fetched fromthe
surround-i ng wood. Thus refreshed, we noved on, following the river, as it seened good to ne. Day

by day, as we wal ked, | instructed ny ani able conpanion in the lore of wood, field, and forest.

Li ew wel cormed the distraction fromhis pain which ny teaching provided, and he showed hinself a
qui ck and abl e student. He renenbered all | told him and often engaged nme in closely reasoned

di scussi ons concerning one small detail or another. | had only to tell hima thing once and it was
his.

After many days, we cane to a waterfall. The river, which had been bendi ng ever southward, becane

narrower and deeper, and the rocks along the watercourse |larger, as the |land rose higher inits
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approach to the mountains. We stopped, the sound of falling water loud in our ears. Llew gazed at
the falls before us and said, "W will have to fnd a way around this rise. The boul ders here are
too big and the cliff too steep to clinb.™

"This is one of the gates to the nountains beyond," |

told him As | spoke these words, there surged within ne
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a sudden conviction that we had been led to this place; the Goodly-Wse had directed our steps.
"It is for us to go through here."

"Are you certain? | cannot see how we are to clinb."

"Well, we will nake a start."

LI ew made no conpl aint, but sat down and began studying the tunbled mass of rock before him After
a time he said, "The boulders are big as houses, and snooth-there is no way to clinb them W

nm ght find our way anong the smaller rocks, but they are covered with thick, green nmoss and

spl ashing water, so they will be very slippery." He paused and asked, "Are you sure you want to do
t hi s?"

"Yes, | amcertain."”

"W coul d doubl e back along the river and fnd another way, perhaps."

"This is the way of our path," | told him | stood and cast aside the oak branch | used as a
staff. "I feel it-this is the way we nust go."

Li ew offered no further objection, and we began picking our way up the mass of stone. W were
instantly wet to the skin fromthe m st and spray. Speech was difficult over the constant crash
and clatter of falling water, but LlIew shouted directions to guide ne. Straining, slipping,
fighting for every precarious foothold, we craw ed up the rock face before us.

I nmoved in cl ose-wapped darkness, nmy hands gripping the rock, feeling the cool hardness beneath
nmy grasp. | began thinking of stone: standing stones, pillar stones, the circle stones which mark
rare powers on the land. | thought of ogham stones, and stone cairns. And all the stones were
carved with the Mir Cyich, the life-nmaze.

| imagi ned the precise pattern of the curving pathway as if woad-daubed in blue. It seened to ne
that | entered the Mor Cylch, blindly placing my feet on the twisting, turning path, trusting to
the Maker of the Maze to guide ny steps.

"This is as far as we go," Llew called over his shoulder. "W will have to go back and find

anot her way."
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He eased hinmself back to where | perched, pressing ny body against the rock. \Wen he spoke again
his voice was closer. "It is too steep, too dangerous. Wat do you suggest?"

"I will lead."

"Tegid, you are-" He stopped hinmsel f saying it. "How?"

"I will lead," | insisted.

What ever his misgivings, Llew did not dispute ny judgnent. He spoke not a word of fear, but
shifted along the narrow rock | edge where | stood. | flattened nyself as close to the rock wall as

I could, as, with greatest care and difficulty, we changed places. And then | began, slowy and
with extrene care, to feel nmy way up the sheer rock face.

"Watch ny hands and feet," | called back to Liew. "Do what you see nme do."
"This is insane!l" he shouted back
"Well | knowit!"

Nevert hel ess, we continued our clinb. Trenbling, halting, fearful for every step, in the sightless
dark, | sought the path. Trusting only to ny fingertips and toes, | found first one foothold, then
a handhol d, and another. Step by shuddering step, we clinbed. | held the inmage of the life-nmaze in
my mind, and each foothold becane a step along the patterned way.

Up and ever up, we scaled the rocky height. Mst and spray bathed us, drenched us. W paused now
and again to gather the ravelled threads of our faltering strength, and then clinmbed on. Llew
cal l ed out encouragenment to nme, urging ne on wth high-soundi ng words.

After an age, it seened to ne that the water-roar grew less. "Llew, what can you see?" | called
over ny shoul der

"Not hing," he replied. "The nmist and spray-l cannot see a thing!"

| made to nove on but, try as | might, | could not find the next foothold. Finally, in a fit of
desperation | reached as high as | could stretch, pressed ny fingers
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tight to the rock crevice and swung out and up..
I felt my foot strike a step that | could not see, but the rock was slick and ny foot slipped away
again. But for ny fingers wedged into the crevice, | would have fallen. | slid back down.
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"Tegid! Are you all right?"

"Yes," | answered, "I will try again."

"No! Wait-"

| kicked out once nore and ny heel caught on the narrow, unseen edge. | quickly shifted ny hands

and pulled ny trailing leg up until the foot reached the step. | straightened and felt fresh w nd
on nmy face. | stretched forth a hand and felt the rock sloping sharply away. Two nore qui ck steps

and | was standing on a wide, |evel surface.
| called for Llewto follow, and he shouted back, "Stay there! Wait for ne.
In a moment, he shouted again: "Tegid, it is too far. The step-l have nothing to hold on to."

I lay on nmy stonmach and extended ny hand over the edge towards him "Take ny hand," | shouted.

"I cannot reach it, Tegid," he shouted; | heard the pain and frustration in his voice. "I cannot
hold with one hand!"

"Take nmy hand, Llew. Reach for it, | can hold you. Stretch out your foot to the step and take ny
hand. | will pull you up."

"No, Tegid. It is too far. | cannot-"

"Take nmy hand, Llew "

"I tell you it is too far! | have but one hand!"

"Trust ne, Llew | will not let you fall." He was silent for a tine. "Llew?"

"Very well," he replied slowy. "I will count to three. Ready? On three: one.. .tw. . .THREE"
| braced myself. His hand struck mne; ny fingers closed on his wist and held fast.

Loose stones clattered away and were lost in the water-roar below. A nonment |ater, Liew was
scranbling onto the rock beside ne.
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"Tegid, you did it!" he said, gasping for breath. "Bl ess you, brother, we made it!"

W lay panting on the rock. And, as if to reward us for our effort, the sun shone down on us,

warm ng the rocks and drying our clothes. W lay back, drinking in the warnmth, listening to the
wat er -voi ce now snmall and far, far bel ow

When we finally roused ourselves to continue on our way, | asked Llew to describe what he saw
around us.

"It is the entrance to a glen, | think," he replied. "The river has carved out a bow -shaped

ravine here. Very green. The grass is short and fine. There are nany rocks anong the trees, and
the trees are large. The river ahead is w der here, and deeper, too. The glen is crooked; it bends
out of sight alittle way along. | cannot see what |ies beyond the bend, nor what |ies above the
ridge of the glen.” He paused as he turned towards ne. "Well|? Wat say you, brother?"

"Let us followthe river and ook for a place to make canp,” | answered. "And if you see a likely
branch for a staff, | would welcone it."

So saying, we noved on. Llew directed ny steps and we cl anbered over and anong the rocks al ong the
riverway. | listened to the sounds around nme and sniffed the wind, sifting the air for signs.

Anmi dst the sounds of moving water, | heard birdcalls: the thin cry of the tree creeper, the

whi stling warbl e of the dunnock, and high, high aloft the nmewing call of a buzzard circling lazily
over the trees. Now and then, | heard the splash of a fish, or the furtive rustle of an anim
darting into the undergrowh at our approach. | snelled the rich earthsnmell of noul dering foliage
and danmp, rotting wood; and the clean, fresh scent of sun-washed air; and the faint sweetness of
flowers.

Inalittle while, Ll ew paused. "There is a stand of pines not far ahead," he told ne; pain nmade
his voice crack. The clinb up the falls had exhausted him and his wound was hurting himagain. "I
think we should stop and nake canp there."
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We made our way to the place, and found a well-sheltered clearing anong the trees. The ground was
covered in a drift of pine needles, thick and soft beneath our feet; the branches overhead forned
a fair roof. There were | arge stones clunped in a rough ring-these forned a rude caer in which we
m ght build our fire and sleep. After a rest, Liew set about gathering firewood and | turned to
the task of clearing a space for the fire.

As | worked, feeling around the circunference of our caer, | heard the breeze sighing in the
treetops. The wind was rising, strengthening out of the east as the sun sl oped towards evening. It
woul d be a chill night, we would be glad of the fire. This | told Llew when he returned with the
firewood.

"Then | will gather nmore wood," he said. | could tell it was the last thing he wanted to do, but
he noved of f anpbng the trees.

Feeling ny way slowy, | crept down to the river's edge and retrieved several snooth, round
stones. After repeated trips, | had assenbl ed enough to make a sinple fire ring. As | began
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arrangi ng the stones for the ring, | caught the slightest whiff of a familiar snell

| stopped and sat up, raising ny head and turning ny face to the wind. | waited, but the scent

el uded ne. Perhaps, | thought, | have inagined it only.

I continued with my work, and in a nonent the wind gusted, and | snelled it again. This time | was
certain | had not inmmgined it: oak snoke. | turned ny face into the wind. | was still standing

this way when LI ew returned.

"What is it?" Liew asked, dropping his arnl oad of wood. "What have you heard?"

"Nothing," | replied. "But | have snelled sonething-an oak fire." | indicated the direction of the
wind. "It is coming fromthat direction. Not far fromhere, | think."

"A settlement?”

"l cannot say."

"I't will be dark soon," Liew observed. "Still, | think we should go and see."
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"W will go together."

"Here," said Ll ew he stooped and then took ne by the wist-"I brought you this."

He pressed the end of a branch into ny hand. The length was slender and the bark snooth; the wood
suppl e, yet resilient: ash, | guessed. "Wien |I find another knife, we will carve you a proper
staff," he said.

We noved slowy along the river, follow ng the snoke scent. Soon, Liew remarked, "I can snell it
now. We nmust be getting near-but there is no sign of anyone."

"It mght be hunters,” | replied.

Presently, Llew stopped. He placed his hand against nmy chest to halt nme. "I see it!" he whispered.
"I see the snoke-drifting across the water. The canp nust be just a little way ahead."

We continued on, quietly, and, after but a few paces, Liew halted. "I think there is a ford here,"
he said. Even as he spoke, | heard the sound of water trickling over stones. "W can cross to the

other side. Do you want nme to go across and see who has made the fire?"

"GQuide ne. W will go together."

Wth nmy staff in one hand, and the other holding to Liews arm we crossed the river at the ford.
The stones were well placed, and | had no difficulty fnding ny way across. My feet had but touched
t he opposite shore, however, when | became aware of a strange stillness in the air, and in the
earth itself.

"An oak grove stands before us," Llewtold ne in a whisper. "The trees are very large."

"Let us go into the grove," | replied. "See that you remain alert."

W started forward, and after a few paces | sensed a change in nmy surroundings. It was cooler in
the grove, and danp-rank with the snell of snoke and the npbssgrown trunks of trees and fallen

| eaves. The air was still, the wood silent. No sound could be heard-no wi nd shifting the |eaves,
no stir of small feet in the undergrowth, no bird-cry.
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We crept forward cautiously, pressing close to the trees. Liew tensed, touched nmy arm and

st opped. "What have you seen?" | whispered.

"I't is an inmage of sone kind-a carving. Here-"

He took ny hand and raised it to the trunk of the tree beside ne. The bark had been pared away
fromthe bole, and a figure carved in the snooth wood. | traced the carving with ny fingers, and
felt a rough-hewn image: a hollow circle with a narrow rod passing through its center. it was a
wheel with a spear for an axle.

"There are nore of them" LIew whispered. "At |east one carving on every tree."

I did not need to see the inmages hewn into the towering oaks to know that we had cone to a pl ace
of power. | could feel the stillness of the grove-a silence persisting fromtinme beyond nenory,
from before men wal ked upon the earth, frombefore the forest even-a stillness which overwhel ned
all sound, calnming, quelling, pacifying. A peace which reconciled all things to itself.

The image carved into the tree trunks identified the grove. It belonged to Gofannon, Master of the
Forge. It was his sanctuary we had entered.

"This is a neneton,"” | whispered, "an ancient place, a holy place. This wood is sacred to

Gof annon; it is his place. Cone," | said, tugging Liews armgently, "we will greet this lord and
see whether he will have conpassion on us."

On soundl ess feet we crept deeper into the neneton. | brushed the rough trunks of the great trees
with my hands as we passed, and snelled the sweet dry snoke of burning oak.. . drawing near to the

heart of the refuge, entering into the presence of the lord of the grove.
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CGof annon's G ft

"He is here."” Liew breathed a barely audi ble whisper. "He is.. .Tegid, he is enornmous-a giant."
"What does he | ook |ike? Describe him"

"He is twice the height of the tallest man. His arns are knotted thick with nuscles; they | ook
more like the linbs of an oak tree than arnms. He has rough black hair all over-on his arnms and
chest, his legs, his hands and his head. He has a long forked beard, and |ong black hair. He wears
it bound tight to his head like a warrior. His face... Wiit! He is turning-looking this way!"
Liew gripped ny armin his excitenent. "He has not seen us yet."

"What else? Tell me nore. What does he |l ook |ike? What is he doi ng?"

"Hi s skin is dark-snoke-bl ackened. His eyes are dark, too; and he has great, thick black brows.
Hi s nose is flattened and i nmense; his noustache is trenmendous-it covers his nouth and curls
upwards at the ends. He is dressed in |eather breecs only; his arns and chest are bare-_except for
huge gol d bands coil ed around each wrist."

"What is he doi ng?"

"He is sitting on a hunp of earth at the entrance to a cave. The cave has a doorway: two square
stone posts crossed by a stone lintel. The two posts have skull niches, three on each side, with

skull's in thembirds and beasts, | think-and the lintel is carved with the
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Endl ess Knot. The skulls and the carving are washed with blue woad. There is a stone and anvi
just outside the cave entrance. Next to the stone, | can see a hanmer-huge-it is the biggest
hanmer | have ever seen. And there are tongs on the anvil."

"Go on," | urged. "Wat else?"

"He is sitting before a firepit and holding a huge spit in his hands. There is neat on the spit-a
whol e sheep or deer. He is dressing the neat on the spit-getting ready to roast it. There is no

fire yet, and. . . he is looking this way again. Tegid!' He has seen us!"

I heard a voice, deep as the voice of the earth itself, stern and commandi ng.

"Wel conme, little men," said the lord of the grove. "Stand on your feet and cone before ne."
Though it was stern, | heard no threat or nalice in the command. Still gripping my arm Llew drew
me with himand we stepped slowy fromthe outer circle and into the ancient one's scrutiny.
"Hail, lord," | called, "we greet you with respect, and with all worthy regard."

Gof annon replied, "Show ne a token of this respect you declare. Wiat gift do you bring ne?"

"Great Lord," | replied, speaking in the direction of the voice that addressed ne, "we are exiles

seeking refuge in a |l and unknown to us. W were set upon by enenies and cast adrift. W bring only
the smal | beni son of the conpani onship our presence will afford. But if you deemthat a gift worth
having, we give it gladly."

"That is a rare gift, indeed," replied the ancient one with gravity. "For it is long since | have
wel comed nen within ny grove. | will accept your gift with pleasure. Sit with ne and share ny
food."

We stepped nearer-Llew guiding me with his hand under ny el bowand sat down on the ground.

"Do you know ne?" asked the anci ent one.

"Great Lord, you are the Searcher of Secrets," | replied. "You are the Delver of Ore, and the

Di gger of
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Treasure. You are the Refiner, and the Shaper of Metal, the Master of the Forge."

The deep voice grunted its resonant agreenment. "I amthat-and nore. Do you dare to speak my nane?"
"You are Gofannon," | replied confidently, though |I trenbled inside.

"I amhe," replied the lord. | sensed satisfaction in his voice. He was pleased with his guests.
"How is it that you know nmy nanme and nature?"

"I ama bard and the son of bards, Mghty Lord. | amlearned in the ways of earth and sky, and of
all things needful anmong nen."

"Do you have a nane, little man?"
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"I am Tegid Tathal ," | told him

"And the little man with you," Gofannon said, "has he a name? O do you share one nane between
you?"

"He has a nane, lord."

"Has he a tongue? Or is yours the only tongue to serve you both?"

"He has a tongue, lord."

"Then why does he not speak out his name? | would hear it, unless sonething prevents him" |
sensed a slight shift in the giant's voice as he turned to address ny silent conpanion

"Not hing prevents me, Great Lord," said Liew softly. "Neither have | |ost ny tongue."

"Speak then, little man. You have ny grant and | eave."

"My nane is Liew. | was once a stranger in Al bion, but | was befriended by the one you see before
you. "

"I see nuch, little man. | see that you are wounded," said Gofannon. "You have | ost a hand, and
your friend has lost his eyes. And | see that these wounds still pain you. How did this happen?"

"Qur enemes attacked us in a holy place," said Liew. "The bards of Al bion have been sl aughtered
We al one survived, but they wounded us and cast us adrift in a boat."
The lord of the sacred grove nmused |l ong on this,
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uttering a lowrunble in his throat as he turned our words this way and that in his sagacious
m nd, weighing out the truth. "I know you now," Gofannon replied at last. Again, | sensed

satisfaction in his words. "Come, we will eat together. But first there nust be wood for the
fire. "

H s next words were for Llew "You, little man, will chop the wood for the fire."

| heard the giant rise and nove away. Liew whispered, "He neans ne to cut wood. My hand-how can |
use an axe? | cannot do it."

"Tell him™"

"Here is the axe," CGofannon said, returning. "The wood is there. Cut enough to last through the
night, for we will need it."

"It is ny pleasure to serve you, lord," Llew said politely. "But | aminjured as you see. | cannot
hold the axe, nmuch less cut wood with it. Perhaps there is another way | nmay serve you."

Though Ll ew declined with all courtesy, the Master of the Forge remai ned unnoved. "You had two
hands and | ost but one. Do you not have anot her?"

"I do," answered Liew, "but nmy injury is-"

"Then use the hand that is left to you."

LI ew said no nore; he rose frombeside ne and a few nonments later | heard the chunk of the axe as

he began, slowy, clunsily, to chop. | thought Gofannon's demand harsh but did not consider it
wise to intervene in the matter.
So | listened to the dull chunk of the axe, and Llew s breath conming in bursts. And | gritted mny

teeth for Llew s sake, feeling his pain and frustration as he wi el ded the giant's axe.

When Llew finally nmade an end of his work, Gofannon had himcarry the wood to the firepit. Llew
did so without a word of protest, although | knew his wound nust have been pounding with pain
after his ordeal. Again and again, frompile to firepit he carried the wood, using his one good
hand. Upon delivering the last |og, Llew collapsed beside ne on the ground.
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He was wet with sweat and trenbling with exhaustion and pain. "That is over,'
gritted teeth.

"Be easy," | soothed. "Rest."

"Good work!" cried the forge lord. "W will eat now "

So saying, the giant clapped his hands and | heard the crackle of a fire, and soon | snelled the
scent of roasting neat. The aroma brought water to ny nouth, and ny stomach suddenly felt its
enptiness. Wil e CGofannon busied hinself with his task, Liew lay on the ground, gathering his

he whi spered through

strength, and | listened to the sizzle of bubbling fat as the lord of the grove turned the spit
and the hot juices sputtered in the flanes.

By the time the neat was cooked, | was dizzy w th hunger.

"Let us eat!" cried the Shaper of Metal suddenly, as if he could wait no longer. |I then heard a

| oud pop and a muted tearing sound and, the next | knew, a steaning haunch of roast veni son was
thrust into ny hands. There came another rending pop and Llew was |ikew se presented a whol e
haunch to eat. "It is enough neat for a week!" Liew whispered. The rest of the deer belonged to
our huge provider.

"Eat nmy friends! Eat and be filled," he bellowed happily, and | heard a snuffling sound as our
host began to gnaw neat from bone.
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Casting off all restraint, | lifted the haunch to ny |lips and began to eat. | worried the neat
with my teeth, filling ny mouth greedily, delighting in the warmh and flavor. The savory juices
fl owed down ny chin and neck and onto ny chest. | let themflow, | was so hungry.

"Lord Gofannon," said Liew abruptly, "never have | eaten neat this good. Had you given us but a
taste of your neal, you would yet remai n nost generous."

"Where food is taken alone, the repast is nmeager," answered the ancient one affably. "Yet, where
meat is shared anong true conpani ons of the hearth, the meal becones a feast!"
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The lord of the hearth | aughed then, and we |aughed with him filling the grove with joyful sound.
W finished our nmeal, glowing with the pleasure of warmfood in our bellies.

"Drink with me, little nen!" cried the ancient one in a voice that rattled the clustered | eaves on

t he oak boughs. He cl apped his hands, and the sound was |ike thunder

"l cannot believe it!" gasped Llew, |eaning close.

| heard a sound |like the plunge of a rock into a deep pool. "Wat has happened?"

"I't just appeared," whispered Liew.

"What appeared?" | whispered back. "Be ny eyes, nman! Describe what you see."

"It is a vat! A golden ale vat-the size of.. ." he stunbled in his search for words. "It is
enornous! Fifty men could stand in it! It could serve three hundred!"

I heard the sound of another plunge, and into ny hands was thrust a cup. But what a cup-a beaker
the size of a bucket!-and filled with frothy ale.

Gof annon cried, "Drink! Drink, my friends! Drink and be happy!"

I lifted the beaker and quaffed cool, refreshing ale. It was the fnest brew, bittersweet and crisp
on the tongue, full-flavored and creany rich-easily the best | have ever tasted, and | have drunk
in the halls of kings.

I thought Liew would not be able to |ift his cup at all, so | turned to himand offered nine. "Not
to worry, brother," he replied heartily, sucking foamfromhis noustache. "I just put ny whole
face into the cup!”

He | aughed and | heard the sound of the man | knew returning. W drank and | aughed, and | felt the
torment of nmy wound and the distress of ny blindness begin to | oosen and fall away fromne |ike
burdens shed at the threshold. Yet it was not the food and drink and mrth alone. W were in the
presence of one greater than the forge | ord-one whose fellowship itself was a soothing balm a

boon of inestinmable value. | forgot my injuries and weakness; in the presence of the Goodly-Wse J
was hal e and whol e once nore.
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When we had eaten and drunk as nuch as we could hold, Gofannon said to me, "You have said you are
a bard. Have you rank anong your ki nd?"

"1 am Penderwydd of Prydain," | replied. "In former times | was Chief Bard to Meldryn Maw ."

Qur host made his throaty runbling sound once nore and then said, "It is long since | have heard
the song of a bard in ny grove."

“I'f it would please you, Great Lord," | said, "I will sing. What woul d you hear?"

The Master of Artisans thought for a time, runbling to himself all the while. "Bl adudd the
Bl eni shed, " he answered at | ength.

A curious choice, | thought. The Song of Bladudd is very old. It is little-known and rarely sung-
per haps because there are no battles init.

As if listening to nmy thoughts, Gofannon said, "It is a tale seldomheard, | know. Nevertheless,
that is the tale | would hear. A true bard would know it."

"So be it," said |, rising to my feet. Standing before him | suddenly mssed ny harp. "I nust beg
your pardon, lord, but | have no harp. Still, the song will suffer but little for its lack. That |

prom se you."

"Never say it!" cried Gofannon in a voice that shivered the trees. "Wy suffer even the | ack of
very little, when that little is so easily granted for the asking?"

"Great Lord," | replied, still trenmbling fromthe mighty voice, "if it would please you, m ght
yet have a harp?"

"A harp!" he cried. "You ask for a harp, but you stand there with your arns dangling at your

si des! Open your hands if you would receive."

I opened ny hands to him and received a harp. My arns closed around the famliar and confortable

wei ght, nestling the instrunent agai nst nmy chest and shoulder. | tried the harpstrings and found
t hem el odi ous and resonant. What is nore, the harpstrings were tuned. | struck a chord and the
air was filled with a splendid
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sound, rich and vibrant. The harp was well-made, a delight to play and hear.

| prepared nyself to sing, pausing while ny |listeners settled thenselves to receive the song.
Then, |oosing a shimering chord, | began: "In elder tinmes, before pigs were known in Al bion and
beef was the neat of kings, there arose in Cal edon a nonarch of mighty renown, and Rhud Hudi bras
was his nane." My huge host grunted his approval, and the tale commenced.

"Now this chieftain, a man of esteem and well-loved by his people, had three sons. The first son
was a hunter and warrior of vast skill and cunning, and the second son was like the first. Both
men enj oyed nothing nore than feasting with fine conpanions, and listening to the songs of bards.
Life to themwas good if nmead filled their cups and a naiden filled their arns.

"But the third son cared nothing for hunting or warring. Mre pleasant to hi mwas the obtaining of
wi sdom Yes, nore pleasant to himwas know edge than the harpsong of bards, or the feasting of
friends, or even his armaround the slender waist of a girl. Bladudd was his nane. Truth and
know edge was ever his delight, and this is the way of it:

"One day, King Rhud called his three sons to himand spoke kindly to them saying, '|I am ever at
your service, ny beloved. Good gifts are yours. Speak to nme, my sons. Reveal to ne your hearts
desires. Ask anything and it will be granted to you.'

"The first two Sons answered their father the king. 'Qur delight is hunting and feasting, as you
know. Therefore, we ask nothing nore than swift horses, plentiful gane, and a warmfire and a

wel come cup shared with good friends at the end of the day.'

"The Great King heard them and said, 'These things you have already. Is there nothing nore that I
can give you?' For it was in his mnd and heart to bestow good gifts upon his favored ones.

"The sons, strong nmen and bold, held counsel with thensel ves and answered him saying, 'You are
right
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when you say we have that which we desire already. Yet there is one thing we do not have.'

"You have but to name this thing, and it is yours, ny bold ones,' Rhud, Wse Father, said.

"Up spoke his sons in answer: 'W woul d have years unnunmbered so that we can enjoy the pursuit of
these pl easures forever.

""1f that is what you desire,' replied Rhud, 'it is easily granted. But is there nothing else?
"You have asked, and we have answered,' replied the two hunters. 'W seek nothing else.

"Very well,' the good king told them 'Go your way. The thing which you desire is yours.'

"Then the king, Wse Lord, turned to his youngest son, who stood a little apart, his brow winkl ed
in thought. 'Bladudd, ny beloved,' the father said, '|I amever at your service. Good gifts are
yours. Speak to ne, ny son. Reveal to ne your heart's desire. Anything you ask will be granted to
you.'

"Bl adudd, who had been thinking hard the while, replied at once, 'Father, since you are ever a nan
of your word, | will answer you forthrightly. As you know, the pursuit of truth and the getting of
wisdomis all ny delight. Yet | desire a thing, and know not if it will bring me pain or pleasure.
| hesitate to speak it out for fear it will be denied.’

"*What is it, son of mne? asked his father. 'Speak your heart. Wthhold nothing fromne, and
wi Il w thhold nothing fromyou.

"Then hear ne when | say that | desire to journey to a |land far away where ny know edge will be
increased so that | will know the truth of all things and, knowing the truth, | will gain nuch

wi sdom For | amnot lying when | tell you that | have learned all there is to knowin this realm
i ncluding charnms for every enchantnment. But what are charns and enchantnents next to Truth?

"When he heard this, Rhud, ever wise and loving father, both groaned and wept for joy. He groaned
because he knew t he hardship which awaited his
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bel oved; he wept for joy because Bl adudd desired a gift worth having above any other. To his son
he said, 'Were is this far-off land? Wat is its name?'

"Bl adudd replied, 'It is a realmin the west, beyond the place where the sun sets in the sea. The
Land of Promise is its nanme, and there the youngest child is wiser than the wisest man in this

wor |l ds-realm'

"King Rhud raised his hands and said, 'Go your way, ny bel oved son. You have that which you
desire."’

"That very day Bl adudd sailed away in a ship. He journeyed long and travelled fart sailing ever
westward towards the place where the sun sets. He did not reach the far-off land in many days, nor
even nmany nore days. Six noons passed over his head at night, and then two nore. On the night of
the ninth noon's birth, Beltain it was, a deep sleep fell upon him He pulled his cloak over his
head, closed his eyes, and soon | apsed into the nost profound sleep he had ever known.

"It seened to himbut a short time and he heard a sound |ike the voice of a flea. He awakened and,
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pul l'ing back his cloak, he saw a dancing light. He heard faint nusic in the air. The |ight shone
all around him comng fromthe sea. Bladudd sat up straight and, gripping the boat with his
hands, put his face into the water to see what nade the |ight.

"If the light shining above the waves was fair to | ook upon, the |ight shining under the waves was
dazzling. And the nusic was the loveliest he had ever heard. Yet it was neither the |ight nor the
musi ¢ which held him Not at all. The thing which seized Bladudd's attention was the sight of
rounded green hills, and apple trees in bl ossom

"Where before the sight of fish and seaweed addressed him now he saw birds and flowers-brilliant
bi rds and sweepi ng neadows of blue and white flowers. The birds flew to the apple trees and began
singing so sweetly that Bl adudd t hought his heart would burst. It was as if he had been deaf every
day of his life until that nusic began

"When he made bold to greet the birds, up in a swrl
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they rose with a flurry of w ngbeats. And when they alighted on the ground the birds becane fifty
young wonen of matchl ess beauty. Bl adudd gazed rapturously upon these nai dens and woul d have
gladly continued gazing fromthat far-off tinme to this, except for the sudden appearance of a herd
of stags racing over the hilltop.

"When the stags reached the place where the nmidens waited, they were transformed into fifty young
men as handsone as the wonen were beautiful. Each man wore a torc of thick gold around his neck
every maid wore a golden crown. They joined one another and began to disport thensel ves upon the
meadows. And their gane was marvel ous to behol d.

"And the grace of this wondrous race nade Bl adudd's spirit yearn to join them At once he clinbed
fromthe boat and |l eapt into the water. At the sudden appearance of Bl adudd the maids turned into
birds once nore, and the young nmen into stags. Both birds and stags fled away over the hill

"Qui ckly, Bladudd bethought hinmself what he might do. 'I will cover myself with a charm of

conceal nent,' he thought. And so he did.

"Thus hidden, he ran to the place where the young nmen had becone stags and, choosing the forenpst
anong them threw his arnms around the conely creature. In this way, the stag and Bl adudd ran

together side by side over the hill. Yet, though the stag had been first of all the others,
because of Bl adudd hol ding onto his neck the stag was |ast over the hill.
"On they ran and soon saw a mighty caer atop a hill both high and broad. Up to the caer flewthe

birds, with the stags running right behind. In the center of the caer stood a nost wondrous hall.
The | ands around the caer far and far exceeded any Bl adudd had ever seen for beauty, as did the
king's hall far outshine all others Bl adudd knew.

"Upon entering the caer, the stags and birds changed into el egant young nen and wonmen once nore.
The
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young nen | aughed at the stag who had been first anong them but was |ast to enter the caer
Laughi ng, his conpani ons asked whether their sport had wearied him 'No,' replied the youth, 'yet
when | first began to run, | suddenly felt a weight upon nmy neck. If death, who clings so tightly
to nortal nen, had fastened upon ne, the wei ght could not have been greater.'

"The Fair Folk went into the hail then, and Bl adudd followed. Invisible in his concealing charm
he found a pillar in the hall to stand beside and cl anped his hand across his nmouth to keep from
exclaimng at all the things he saw. For wherever his eye fell, he saw treasures narvelous to
behol d, wonders beyond counting in every corner and cranny of the hail. And the | east treasure he
saw woul d have been richer by far than any in his own world. On a jewelled throne sat the Kking.
His hair gleaned bright as a flame, and his face shone. If any were handsone in his court-and they
were! they were!-the king hinself was nore handsone still.

"Bl adudd t hought he woul d not be discovered. But as soon as he took his place beside the pillar
up junped the king and exclainmed, 'There is a dead man anong us!' This so startled Bl adudd that he
forgot his concealing charmand becane visible to the fair conpany.

"The king | ooked upon Bl adudd and demanded of himhis name and rank. '|I cone of blood that would
not shane you in a guest,' Bladudd replied proudly. 'Since | ama stranger anong you, | claimthe
same hospitality of you that you would ask of ne if our places were changed:

the best of meat and drink, a fair woman to be your conpanion, harpers to fill your ears with
prai ses, the best place by the fire, and a pile of new fleeces for your bed.'

"Here is a fearless asker,' remarked the king. 'Wat do you mean, coning here |ike this?

"l cane here seeking truth which | eads to wi sdom' Bl adudd answered. '| swear by the gods ny
peopl e swear by, that | nean no one here any harm Indeed, all ny takings will |eave you no
poorer, for all | desire is sone of your know edge.'

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (47 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:46 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

124

"When the king heard this, he threw back his head and | aughed out |oud. 'Think you that we part

wi th our know edge so |ightly?

"I find it never hurts to ask,' replied Bl adudd.

"That is true,' affirnmed the king. "At all events, | would have thought it beyond the ken of any
mortal to fmd a way to this place, unless it was Bl adudd ap Rhud Hudi bras of Cal edon.

"I amthat man,' Bl adudd decl ared, astounded that his nane should be known anong such great and
power ful peopl e.

""Well then,' the king said, 'your wit and fearless tongue have won you a place anpng us-though
not, perhaps, the place you nm ght have hoped for. You ~iall tend ny pigs.

"Thus Bl adudd-who had never seen a pig, nuch |ess snelled one-becane swi neherd to the king of the
Land of Pronise. These pigs, Bladudd soon | earned, were the nost remarkabl e creatures he had ever
seen. Their chief virtue was this: as often as they were killed and eaten the pigs were alive the
next day. But that was not all. Far fromit! For it was the eating of the neat of these pigs which
preserved the people of the king from death.

"For seven years, as it seened to him Bladudd kept watch over the wonderful pigs-though in al
that time he had never the chance so nuch as to dip the tip of his littlest finger into the juice
of a roasting pig, let alone to taste sone of the neat. Yet every day at midday the king's
servants woul d come and drive away as many pigs as were needed for that night's feasting. And
every norning the pigs would be back in Bladudd' s care.

"Canny Bl adudd watched and listened all the while. Wth his pigs he wal ked the Land of Proni se,
met the people, talked with them and |earned much. At night, he listened to the bards sing in the
king's hail and | earned even nore. Thus, despite his |low estate, he grew in know edge and was
content.

"At the end of seven years, Bladudd was herding the
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peerl ess pigs by a stream one day. He heard the blast of a hunting horn and | ooked up to see a
conpany of nen riding recklessly through the brake. Around the riders ran their hounds, and both
riders and hounds were in full pursuit of a magnificent stag, white as sea foam wth red horns
and ears.

"The white stag | eaped the streamin full flight- landing just a few paces from where Bl adudd
stood- gave a shake of its antlers and disappeared into the woods. The hounds and riders searched
for the stag, and though the hounds bayed and the riders |ooked |ong, they could not find the
trail again.

"Bl adudd wat ched them and di scovered that he sawthemas if in a reflection in a pool and not as
flesh and bl ood before his eyes. By this he knew that the streamwas one of the boundaries
separating one worlds-realmfromthe other, and that he was | ooking into the world he had |eft
behi nd. He saw the bright patterns of their clothes and heard the rhythns of their speech as they
spoke to one another, and a potent yearning came upon him Tears burst fromhis eyes and he |ay
down beside the stream and wept for his former life.

"Fromthat nonment, Bladudd |ost all desire to remain in the Land of Prom se and sought to return
to his own land once nore. He set his mind on returning to his own kin and clan, and ever |ooked
for his chance to do so

"He watched and he waited, finding his chance at Samhain when the ways between the worlds stand
open and crossings can be nade. So, gathering his few bel ongi ngs, Bl adudd set off for the ford of
the white stag. In secret he left the king's caer, lest anyone try to stop himor talk himout of
going. And he left driving nine of the king's pigs before him for he wanted to bring a boon to
Al bi on.

"This was well, but the pigs squeal ed as they ran and wakened everyone with their piteous cries.
The king heard the sound and gave chase. Bl adudd fled, trying one charmafter another to elude the
ki ng.
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"Upon reaching the stream plucky Bl adudd bet hought a charm which changed himinto a sal non and
the nine pigs into silver scales upon his back. But the king took the formof an otter. Then he
changed hinself to a squirrel, and the pigs to nine nuts in a pine cone. But the king pursued him
in the formof a ferret. Whereupon Bl adudd changed hinmself into a heron, and the pigs to nine
feathers on his neck. But the king becane a plumeting eagle. Lastly, Bladudd changed into a wolf,
and the nine pigs to burrs in his fur. But the king overtook himin the formof a hunter on

hor seback; he shook his spear over Bl adudd and the pigs, and changed them back into their own
shapes.

"What an unfaithful swineherd,' remarked the king.
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"Bol dly Bl adudd answered him 'Not so, Mghty King. Seven years | have served you well. In al

that time you have suffered no loss, for | have kept your pigs safe frompredati on of wolf and
eagle, fromwandering |lost, fromnegligence and all such harmas cones to pigs. Not so nuch as a
single hair fromthe pink hide of the smallest piglet has been lost. And as for the good | have
had of them well! | tell you the truth: | have not so nuch as laid one fingertip upon the skin of
one when it was roasted and afterward |icked that finger. Nor have you paid ne so much as a kindly
word for the service | have done you. Therefore, Bold King, it seemed good to ne to select a snall
tribute fromthe increase of the herd.

"You stole ny pigs!' railed the king.

"Not so, Great Lord. | have undertaken to save the honor of your good nane and nake your renown as
high in ny land as in your own, by delivering these pigs to ny people as a gift fromyou to them
This | have done so that no one could think you mean and miserly.'

"The king's face became black with anger. 'That was ill-spoken,' he roared. 'You have no idea of
the troubl e your neddling would have caused if | had not prevented you. A nost terrible and
wearisome trial awaited you if these pigs ever set foot in your own |ands. Yet, for the sake of

the innocent, | wll prevent
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it. You can thank nme for ny ki ndness.'

"Then | thank you for nothing,' snapped the bold prince.

"You cane seeki ng know edge-'

"And know edge | received-no thanks to you.'

"Yet, if you had but learned to give up your selfishness and pride, you would have received a far
greater gift than even you coul d dream of asking.

"So saying, the king raised his spear and struck Bl adudd squarely on the head, so hard that al
sense fled himand he fell down on the ground as one asl eep. Wien Bl adudd opened his eyes he was
in Al bion once nore; of the king and his inpressive pigs there was no sign

"But there was this: the blow visited on Bl adudd by the king had blighted his body so that he | ost
all beauty and seeminess. His hair fell out, his teeth rotted, his skin becane inflanmed and his
nmuscl es withered. Hi s once-fine clothes hung off himin filthy rags. He | ooked as one whom Lord
Deat h has grooned for his own.

"So he tried by every neans to restore hinself. Alas, all he had | earned avail ed hi mnothing. He
coul d not undo the harm which had overwhel med him

"When Bi adudd understood this, he nourned. 'A chilly homecoming | foresee for nyself. This is not
the formof a man to be celebrated by his friends, nor yet praised by bards, far less to win the
favors of fair women.'

"He gathered his ragged cl othes around himas best he could and made his m serable way to the
fortress of his father. The people he encountered shrank fromthe sight of him and no one nade
bold to stop himuntil he reached the gates of his father's stronghold. The gatesnen were
unwilling to admit him 'Wo are you?' they asked. '\Wat do you here? What makes you think we
woul d allow the |ikes of you to see our Kking?

"Who | amand what | do are my own affair,' the nysterious stranger replied. 'As for your Kking,
tell himl ama man who can tell of nmarvels beyond imagining. And if that does not nove him tel
him 1 have word of his |ost son, Bladudd.'
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"As soon as King Rhud heard of this, he ordered the stranger to be brought before himat once.
"Who are you, lord?" Rhud asked politely. '"More to the point, what tidings have you of ny son?’
"Your son stands before you now,' the stranger replied, spreading his hands wi de so that the rags
fell fromhimand he stood reveal ed for the hideous sight he was.

"The CGoodly-Wse King wept. And Prince Bladudd wept. And all his kin and clansmen wept, too. For
as handsone as he had once been, he was now that ugly. After a while they left off weeping,
brought the young man bread and neat and good drink and, as he refreshed hinmself from his journey,
he told them his fabulous tale. The king heard all his son told him and then held council with
his chieftains to decide if anything could be done.

"It is a sad case, and nost |anentable,' said one of the king's counsellors. 'Neverthel ess-

pl ease, forgive ne for what | am about to say-the ways of kingship are clear: the bl enished man
cannot be king. Bladudd, you nust agree, is blenished worse than nost. Therefore the prince cannot
resume his place anong the silver-torced nobles worthy to be king.'

"The wi se counsell or spoke the sorry truth. Even blighted Bl adudd agreed that there was nothing
for himbut to hide hinmself away fromthe sight of nmen. He took hinmself far off and built a house
in the forest where no one would see his blem sh

"Thus for seven years he dwelt in his |lonely house with but one servant to aid him In all that
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time, no man cane near him nuch less did he see the fair formof a woman. One day, at the end of
seven years, his servant came to him and said, 'Bladudd, get up. Soneone has conme to see you.'

"*That is a marvel,' replied Bl adudd. And gl anci ng around, he asked, 'Where is this extraordinary
person?'

"Standi ng without, awaiting your will, lord."'

"*Admit my visitor at once!' cried Bladudd. 'That is my will!'
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"Directly, the visitor was adnitted. And upon renoving the hood which covered the head, there
stood reveal ed before Bl adudd a woman. Thi s woman possessed neither beauty nor bearing. Wall-eyed,
gap-t oot hed, and heavy-lipped, she was plain as nud. Yet she was beguiling to Bl adudd by the very
reason that she cane willingly into his presence and did not flinch or retch at the sight of him
but stood smiling all the while as if Bladudd' s grotesque appearance were nothing to her. Warmy
she greeted him showi ng neither fear nor disgust at his deformty.

"Bl adudd was enthralled; he was intrigued. 'Wwo are you, woman? Where is your home, and what
errand brings you here?

"I come froma place well known to you, though you nmay not think so. And | cone seeking you
because | have glad tidings for you.

"Then why keep ne waiting? | am starving for some good word,' exclained Bl adudd. 'Tell me these
glad tidings at once!’

"l have discovered a way to heal you, lord, if healing be a thing you desire.'

"Desire!" cried the blem shed prince. 'The bards have no word for the nagnitude of ny desire to be
healed. I will tell you about desire! Did you know that | have seen no woman in seven years? Nor
man neither, for that matter, except ny servant. O course | desire to be heal ed!"’

"*Very well," the woman said, 'follow ne.'

"Bl adudd was persuaded to follow her at once, but the thought of the dreadful effect his

appear ance had on his kinsnen made himwary. 'Wait. How do | know you nean me good and not harn®’
he asked. 'Forgive ne, but you might lead me out to humiliation and disgrace."'

"Have it your own way, prince,' the woman replied. She turned on her heel and made to | eave.
"Wait!' shouted Bl adudd. '\Were are you goi ng?'

"Make up your mind, Bladudd,' the worman replied. 'WII| you acconpany nme, or not?
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"1 will," Bladudd said. He gathered his rags about himand hastened after the wonan.

"The bl em shed prince followed his visitor and she led himto a barren hill, beyond that to a
barren noor, and beyond that to a pool of stinking, black, bubbling nmud.

"Throw of f your rags and bathe in the pool,' the plain woman told himas she settled herself upon

a rock. 'There is healing in the water.'

"Bl adudd peered doubtfully at the snmelly ooze. The surface of the nud heaved and si ghed, exhaling
stinking funes. It seenmed to himnore a punishnent than a healing. Yet he did not want to offend
his visitor further, and they had come a long way. So into the foul pool he went.

"The nmud was hot. It burned his skin. Tears ran fromhis eyes in a stream But Bl adudd, who had
borne his sorry affliction with great fortitude, endured the pain for the sake of his desire to be
heal ed. Even so, he could not endure forever. Wen the scal ding nud bath grew too hot he pulled
hinsel f fromthe stinking pool to stand before the wonan.

"This is splendid to | ook upon, to be sure,' Bladudd remarked, |ooking indignantly down the |ength
of his nud-caked form 'Yet | had hoped for nore.

"For that | should | eave you as | found you,' the woman told him ' Neverthel ess, your cure is

al nost finished.' The gap-toothed worman pointed to a willow tree, which Bl adudd had not seen
before. '"At the foot of that tree is a vat of water. Wash the nud from yourself and you will be
surprised at what you see, though you may not think so.'

"Bl adudd took hinmself to the vat, clinbed in, and washed. The water was clear and cool, soothing
to his mud-blistered skin. He relaxed in the water and forgot his pains. Indeed, he forgot all his
former hurts and troubles. Wien he finally stirred hinself to rise fromthe vat, he had been
renewed in his mnd. He | ooked at his poor, ravaged body and, marvel of marvels, saw
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that his body, too, had been renewed.

"He took hinself directly to the woman who sat waiting for himon her rock. 'l amhealed!' he told
her, gazing with joy down the Iength of his body. 'Indeed, amnot Iying when | tell you that |I am
better now than when the king of the Land of Promise snote ne with the halt of his spear.’

"When the woman nmade no reply, the prince | ooked up and saw that the plai~ woman was gone and in
her place was the nost beautiful maid he had ever seen. Her hair was so pale yellow it was al npst
white; her skin was fair and smooth as nmilk, and her eyes were deepest blue and gl owed Iike
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genstones; her teeth were fine and even, and her nose straight; her brow was snooth; her neck was
sl ender and el egant; her fingers were |ong, her arnms supple, her breasts soft and shapely. She was
the maid of Bl adudd' s fondest dreans.

"Lady,' breathed Bladudd in a small, awestricken voice, 'where is the gap-toothed woman who
conducted nme to this place? | nust thank her for the singular service she has rendered ne.

"The conely maid | ooked at Bl adudd; she | ooked to the left and to the right also. 'l see no other
worman here,' she replied. And, oh, her voice was like nmelting honey. 'lIndeed, |I think that you
must be nistaken. Or perhaps you believe that | am gap-toothed?

"At this she smiled so sweetly that Bladudd's knees trenbled and he feared he mght fall on his
face before her. 'Lady,' he said, 'l detect neither fault nor flawin you at all."’

"Nor | in you,' the lady told him 'But perhaps you would be nore at your ease if you put on sone
cl ot hes.'

"Bl adudd bl ushed and | ooked around him 'You are right to renind ne,' he replied, espying his
filthy rags on the ground where he had shed them 'Yet | will go wthout cloak and cl othes rather
than wear those rags again.'

"' Rags?' replied the I ady wondrous fair. 'You nmust be used to very fine clothes indeed if these be
rags to you.'
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So saying, she leaned fromher rock and lifted the heap of clothing. The startled Bl adudd saw t hat
his rags had beconme the finest clothing inaginable.

"My clothes? he wondered aloud, as well he might, for he beheld cloak, siarc, breecs, and buskins
nmore costly, nore |luxurious than anything even his father King Rhud Hudi bras possessed. 'Are these
nm ne?'

"You cannot think they are mne,' the lady replied, snmoothing her soft white mantle with sl ender

hands. ' And between the two of us,' she added, 'it seens to ne you have the greater need.'
"The astoni shed Bl adudd dressed hinsel f quickly, exulting in the excellent craft of his new
rai ment. When he had finished, he appeared a king. 'l tell you the truth,' he announced, 'I am no

stranger to good things, but I have never owned clothes this fine.'
"WIIl you forget your sword?' asked the | ady.

"Bl adudd | ooked and saw that the |lady held a gol denhilted sword across her palms. 'Is this nine?
he asked, suspecting a trick. For no one he knew had ever owned a weapon half so spl endid.
"I see no one but you here before ne,' the lady replied. "And | tell you truly, I amwell pleased

with the sight.'

"Happy Bl adudd strapped the sword to his hip and relt even nore a king than before. He gazed

| ovingly upon the maid. 'Great Lady,' he breathed, his heart swelling with | ove and gratitude
"what is your nane that | night know you?

"The maid so fair gazed at Bl adudd from beneath her long | ashes. 'Do you not know nme at all?' she
asked.

"*1f | had ever seen you before,' he answered, 'you can be assured | would remenber you. If even I
heard your nane but once, | would live forever on the sound.’

"The maid rose fromher place on the rock. She smiled and lifted her hand to Bladudd. 'My nane is
Sovereignty,' she replied. 'Long have | sought you, Bl adudd.'

"The unbl emi shed Bl adudd held his head to one
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side. 'A nane like no other,' he said. 'Yet it becones you nost nobly.' Then he took her warm hand
and the holding of it filled himwith pleasure. 'Lady,' he said, "will you acconpany ne to ny
honme?'

"And here was | beginning to think you woul d never ask,' the conely naid replied. She pointed to
the willow tree, where two horses now stood tethered. Together the nmaid and the unbl em shed prince
rode to the real mof Rhud Hudibras.

"When his father beheld his son, restored to himin all perfection, he wept tears of joy, so great
was his rejoicing. And he called for a feast to celebrate the return of his once-bl em shed son
"You are healed, ny beloved!' the king exclainmed through his tears. 'Tell ne how this cane to be.
"And the happy prince described all that had happened to himsince he and his father had | ast sat
beneat h the sanme roof: the seven years of lonely exile, the coming of his visitor, the bath of
scal di ng nud, the pool, the appearance of the nmaid, everything. King Rhud heard the tale, shaking
his head slowy, marvelling at all he heard.

"So | asked the maid to acconpany nme to ny hone,' Bl adudd concluded, 'and here she is.' He turned
his | oving gaze upon the maid and said, 'I hope she will stay with nme forever. Indeed, | do not
think I could live one day longer if she renoved herself frommy sight.'

"I will stay with you, Bladudd,' the naid replied.
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"WIIl you yet wed nme?' asked Bl adudd, his heart beating |like a struck drum

"I will wed you, Bladudd,' vowed the nmaid nost fair. 'Indeed, | was born for you, and you for me-
if only you knew it.'

"So Bl adudd and the nost beautiful maid in all the and were wed that very day. And on that day
did Bl adudd al so becone king. For when his father saw how wi se and good his son had becone, and
how fair and wi se was his wife, Rhud Hudi bras renoved his golden tore and called to his chieftains
and his peopl e gathered cl ose
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about. He called his Chief of Song, and before the close-clustered host, he said, 'Listen to ne
everyone!

"I amno longer to be king,' he declared. And the tribes began a | anent, for he had been a lord
both great and good. 'It is for you to choose one to follow ne,' he told his bard. 'Choose wi sely
now, and choose you wel .

"The bard and the people deliberated a while, and the king waited. \Wen a suitable time had
passed, he said, 'Well? Wiat is your decision?

"The bard, in the voice of the people, answered with a |loud cry, saying, 'W know we shall never
find a lord as great and good as you to rule over us, but since you say you nust cease to be king-
which we will long and bitterly regret-we choose Bl adudd. May he be to us a pillar of protection
and a sword of rightw se judgnent.'

"Rhud beaned his pleasure, for the people had read his heart aright. And the Chief of Song pl aced
the gol den tore of kingship around Bl adudd's throat. Fromthat day, Bl adudd ruled w sely and well.
Hi s keen desire for Truth, and his wife, Sovereignty, stood by himthrough all things-and through
all things did Bl adudd prosper

"Here ends the tale of the Blem shed Prince. Let himreceive it who will."

The |l ast notes of the harpstrings lingered long in the grove. | took nmy place by the fire once
nmore, put the harp aside, and drank fromny cask of a cup. | heard the silence of the grove
deepening as night drew its cloak over us, gathering us to its dark heart.

At last, CGofannon, his voice a quiet thunder fromthe nound, stirred hinself and said, "I have
been bl essed by the gift of your song-and no less by the gift of your excell ent conpani onship."
"It is for us to thank you, lord," | replied. "Your food and drink are the saving of us."

"Tch!" the giant said inpatiently. "Meat and drink satisfy for only a short time and they are
gone. But the gift you have given ne goes with nme and sustains nme wherever | wend. By nerit of

this truth, | grant you a
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boon: | will give you the virtue of your song."

"Great Lord Gofannon," | said, "we have enjoyed the bounty of your hearth, your kindness and your
conmpany. I|ndeed, you have already granted us nore than we had any right to ask."

"Neverthel ess,” the giant answered, "I will reward you well for the service you have done nme this
night." | heard a rustle, and the great lord' s voice sounded froma place high above ne. "W will
sl eep now," he said. "Rest you in peace by ny fire. Worry not. No eneny will intrude upon your

repose; nothing will disturb you in nmy grove."

The voice receded, dwindling, and | realized that the lord of the grove was withdrawing to his
cavern. H s voice cane back to us as he left us to our rest. "My reward will conme to you in good
time," he said. "See that you are ready to receive it."

136

12

Drui m Vr an

"He gave it to you," said Liew "He neant you to have it.,,

| was tenpted. Never had | held such a harp. "Did he | eave anything el se behi nd?" | asked.

Li ew paused as he gazed around the canp. "No," he said. "Just the harp. The ale vat is gone, and
the cups, and even the |eavings fromour neal. Everything is gone but the harp. It is yours, |
tell you. It even has a strap."

We had awakened to find the grove enpty and the forge lord gone. But he had left the harp

Per haps, as Llew insisted, Gofannon neant it for nme. But | had begun to have doubts about our

gi gantic host.

"You might as well take it, Tegid," Llew urged, "because you cannot |eave it lying here."

"You are right, brother," | relented, seizing the strap and slinging the harp over mny shoul der
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"Let us go."

Silently, so as not to disturb the peace of the nemeton, we crept away-Llew | eading and | wal ki ng
just behind with ny Ieft hand on his shoulder, feeling ny way with the ash branch in ny right
hand. We did not return to our canp of the day before but took up the trail along the river once
nmore. W wal ked a long tinme. | could tell Liew was thinking, and I had thoughts of my own to
Cccupy ne.

The day was warm We travelled the river marge where the wal ki ng was easiest. At nidday we stopped
to drink fromthe river, cupping water in our hands and
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splashing it into our nouths. Then we sat down on the grassy bank to rest.

"Last night was the first since-" he hesitated, "since Meldron-the first time | did not hurt."

It cane to ne then that nmy own wound no | onger throbbed and burned. | touched a hand to ny
bandaged eyes and, though still tender, the pain had gone.

"I't seens that Gofannon has bl essed us as he prom sed," observed Ll ew

"l do not think it was Gofannon," | said, nmore to nyself than to Liew

"What ?"

"He appeared in the guise of Gofannon," | answered, "but | think it was not the Master of the

Forge who feasted us |ast night."
"Who was it, then?"
"Anot her lord, greater still and nore ancient. Perhaps the Swift Sure Hand hinsel f."

"I wonder," replied Llew thoughtfully. "You did not see himwhen you sang. But | watched him He
changed, Tegid. He was fierce, alnbst wild-eyed before. But as he listened to the song he took on
an entirely different aspect. | tell you, brother, he was changed."

"Truly?"

"I'f you had seen him you would agree. Wen you finished, he could not speak. Nor could |. You
have al ways sung well, Tegid. But last night.. ." Llew halted, grasping for words. "Last night you
sang |i ke the Phantarch hinself."

I turned this over in ny mnd. It seenmed to ne that while | sang, | could see. Wth the song in ny
mout h, the words falling fromny lips, | was no longer blind. For the span of the song, | saw the
worl d bright before ne-as if my darkness was illunmined by the Iight of the song, as if the vision

of the song becane ny sight.

We journeyed deeper into the wooded hills of Caledon. The | and beneath ny feet began to rise,
inclining towards the mountain peaks in ever higher hills and ever deeper valleys. The river
narrowed, becom ng
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deeper, faster, and | ouder the sound of its passing. Llew led well: he was ny eyes.

Nevert hel ess, as the path rose and the woods deepened to forest, our progress slowed to a tedious
crawl . To divert ourselves fromour |abor, we talked about the |and, and about the seasons, and
about the novenents of the sun across the bow of the sky. W discussed the star host: the Nail of
Heaven, Geat Bran the Bl essed, the Plow, the Boar and Bear, the Seven Maidens, Arianrhod of the
Silver Weel, and all the rest. Wt delved into |ore both ancient and holy. W tal ked of things

hi dden and known, seen and unseen: the powers of air and fire, water and earth; principles and
verities:

truth, honor, loyalty, friendship and justice. And we contenpl ated great kings and chieftains,

wi se | eaders and foolish. Yes, we tal ked long of kingship-the right ruling of people and nati ons,
the secrets of discernnent, the sacred order of sovereignty.

As before, Llewtook it all in. H's capacity was boundl ess. Liew had a bard's nenory. He | earned;
he renenbered. He grew, nuch as a tree grows when its roots touch the water hidden under the earth-
strai ght and high and broad, casting its branches wi de, claining pre-enminence in the forest. As
A lathir would say, he becane an oak of know edge.

Much of what | told himwas known only to the bards thensel ves. But what of that? There were no

bards in Al bion any nore, and know edge, like fire, is increased when it is shared~
Al as, though he increased in know edge, | detected no kindling of the awen spark, no flash of the
brilliance concealed within. Alathir's awen remai ned a hidden gem waiting to be reveal ed when

and where it woul d.
W ate what little we could find, but hunger was Qur constant conpanion. W did not thirst,

however, for we drank our fill fromthe cold river freshets. Qur bodies grew | ean fromwant and
hard fromthe rigors of the trail. Keen privation drew us close and mngled our souls. Liew and
becane brothers of the heart,
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ki nsmen born of a bond stronger than bl ood.
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One day, after nany days, we woke to rain and wind out of the north. W stayed under the trees and
waited for the rain to stop. The rain continued through the day, and when it finally stopped and
the clouds parted, it was too late to travel on. But we walked a little way up the trail just to
see what | ay ahead.

"W are on a hill overlooking a deep glen," Llewtold ne. "The hill on the far side of the glen is
hi gh- hi gher than this one."

"What |ies beyond it?"

"I cannot see-it forms a wall, steep and high. It will be difficult to clinb. It may be that we
woul d do better to go another way."

I nodded, trying to picture the lay of the land in ny mnd. "What is the forest |ike here?"

"It is pine, nostly, and close-dense in the glens, but somewhat thinner near the top." He paused
to take in the I andscape to the right and left. "I think the hill is part of a larger ridge. There
appears to be a ridgeway running north to south along the top. If that is so, we mght be able to
follow it south."

| pondered this for a nonent. Were there any old trackways in Cal edon? It was possible, although
knew of none. Presently, the wind gusted, changing direction, blowi ng out of the south as the

rai nstorm passed. The wind brought with it the scent of pine, strong after a day of rain.

| breathed in that heady scent, and there appeared in my mnd s eye the inmage of a |ake: the | ake
of my vision. Suddenly, | saw the steep-sided glen in deep forest and the tall pines straining for
a blue, cloud-swept sky which was reflected in a clear nmountain | ake.

"What is it, Tegid?" Llew asked; he was grow ng accustonmed to ny | apses. "Wat are you thinking?"
"Let us clinb to the summt of the ridge."

Ll ew did not say no. "W have not nmuch light left. It is high and will likely be dark before we
reach the top."

"It is all the same to nme."
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Li ew nudged me with his el bow. "A joke, Tegid? This is the first time you have made |ight of your
bl i ndness. "

"Li ght of blindness? Do you think yourself a bard to speak in such riddl es?"

"The fault is yours, brother-filling ny head with your talk." He considered the path before us and
si ghed. "Cone on, then."

We acconpl i shed the descent very quickly. The clinb up the other side took nuch |onger. Liew
hurried as fast as he dared in the failing light. He might have gone nore quickly w thout ne, but

not much. And though the bruises proliferating on ny shins mght seemto indicate otherwi se, | was
growi ng ever nore adept at finding ny way along with the aid of my staff. | could nove with sone
hast e.

As the hillside was steep, Liew s directions becane nore succinct; he spoke only when necessary to
guide ne. And | wondered if he knew how well, how naturally he led. Was it, in the end, so
different | eading nen? Was it not nuch the sanme-picking out the trail, deciding the safest way,

strengthening the unsure step with words of encouragenent, guiding, going ahead, but not too far
ahead-was not trailcraft nmuch the sane as kingcraft?

"It is just alittle way now," Llew called out fromdirectly above. "You are al nbost there."

"What do you see?" | asked him

"I was right about the ridge," he replied. His hand found nmy armand he pulled nme up to stand
beside him "The view fromhere is stunning, Tegid. The sun is down now, and the sky is the color
of heather. W stand on a high ridge. Before us is a wide, bow -shaped glen, all but surrounded by

the ridge wall. A stream passes through the wall sonmewhere below us and enpties into a lake in the
center of the bow. There are tall trees around three sides of the |ake and a broad grassy |lea on

the fourth side. The lake is like a mirror; | can see the clouds reflected in the water-and stars,
there are stars beginning to shine. And it is just beautiful," he
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concluded. "I wish | could describe it better. | wish you could see it."

"I have seen jt," | told him "And it is beautiful."

"You know this place?"

"I have never been here," | explained. "But | feel certain this is the place | sawin ny vision."

"Your vision in the boat-1 renenber."” His voice shifted as he turned his gaze to the | ake once
nore. "What el se do you see here, Tegi d?"
| delved into ny nenory of that storm|ashed night and brought forth the glimering remmant of ny
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vision. "I see a lake. . . | see a fortress, high-tinbered and strong. . . And | see a nmatchless
war host-nmany hundreds gathered around a throne raised upon a nmound,” | told him recalling the
i mges. "l see-"

"No, | nean describe it-in detail. Be precise."

| concentrated, holding the images in ny mnd. "I see," | began slowy, "a stand of tall pines

lining the top of the ridge to our right. The slope is steep and densely wooded, rising fromthe
near shore of the |ake."

"G on."

"The lake is longer than it is wide; it stretches alnost the whole | ength of the valley floor
Forest surrounds it on three sides, as you have said, and a wi de grassy neadow on the fourth."
"What about the neadow?"

"I't forns a plain between the |ake and the ridge; a plain perfectly encl osed because the ridge
base rises sharply to forma protecting wall at the farthest end."

"What el se?"

"The | ake is bounded by a rough rock shingle; the rocks are black, the size of |oaves. There are
nunerous ganme trails and runs down through the forest to the |ake."

"That is remarkable," Llew conceded. "Unbelievable. It is just as you describe it." He clapped his
hand to ny shoulder. "Let us go down to the |ake. W will make our canp there."

"But it is growing dark, you said. |I-Low w Il you see the path?"
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"I cannot see the path,” he replied lightly. "Even now it is too dark. But | do not need to see
the path, for you will lead ne."

"Do you nock nme?"

"It is all the same to you, is it not?" demanded Liew "Your inner sight will lead us to the
appoi nted place. W will not stunble or go astray. Indeed, we will not put a foot wong."
There came the croak of a raven. | listened, and heard an answering call-and then others. Soon the

ridgetop resounded with the ragged, raspy clanor. Ravens were gathering in the trees along the
ridge for the night.

"Do you hear?" Llew said. "The guardians of this place are greeting us. Cone, brother, we wll be
wel cone here.”

W stood atop Druim Vran, the R dge of Ravens... This is the place |I have seen, | thought, and
heard again the Banfaith's prophecy: But happy shall be Cal edon; the Flight of Ravens will flock
to her many -shadowed gl ens, and ravensong shall be her song.

Ll ew spoke the truth. | turned again in ny mind to the vision | had been granted. And yes! | could
see the path stretching out before ny feet-as if in the full light of day.

"Very well," | said. "Let us prove this vision of mine. W will go down together."

| adjusted the harp on its strap and stepped forth boldly. My foot struck the path as | sawit in
ny mind. | took another step, and two nore. To ny surprise, the path of nmy inner sight shifted
slightly as | noved. | saw the narrow trail sloping down before nme-less a path than a dry

wat er cour se choked with the tangled roots of trees and | oose rock. Dangerous in any light, it
woul d be treacherous for Llew in the dark.

| took a few nore steps. "The trail drops away sharply here," | warned, describing what | saw in
my mind s eye. "Put your hand to ny shoulder. W will go slowy."

Llew did as | bade him and together we began the
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I ong, | aborious journey down to the lake. It took all my strength of concentration; despite the
cool night, sweat ran freely fromny brow and down ny back. Each step was a trial of trust, each
step a pledge to be renewed-and no easier for the success of the |ast.

Down we clinbed, and down, following the twisting path. Contrary to Llew s brash affirmation, our
feet were rarely placed right: we stunmbled over stones and tripped on exposed roots; we slid on
the | oose scree, and branches scratched at us fromthickets on either side. Ignoring these snal
irritations, we persevered.

"Tegid, you are a wonder," Liew gasped with relief when we gained | evel ground once nore. W
continued on a little way to a place overl ooking the |ake. The trees grewtall; we found a place
under sheltering branches and sank down on a bed drifted high with pine needles. "I amtired," he
said with a yawmn. In a few nonents he was asl eep where he had dropped

I, too, was weary. But my mind was quick with excitenent. Blind, | had traversed the treacherous
way. Quided only by ny inner vision, | had nmastered the unseen path, and | could feel the newf ound
power leaping like a fresh-kindled flane within nme. The vision granted ne was genuine. Step by
step, we had tested it and it had held true.

I was blind still, and yet |I had found a new sight. And it seened to ne that the sight | now
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possessed was greater than the sight | had known before. Sight! No |onger confined to the
limtations of light or even distance. Sight! If | could see beyond the furthest vistas, mght I

al so see beyond the present and into the future. . . into realnms yet to be?
I did not sleep. How could I? | sat wound in ny cloak, gazing inwardly at the lake as it was, and
as it perhaps would be. | strummed the harp softly and sang, giving voice once nore to the vision

that burned within ne. Goodly-Wse is the Many Gfted; let all men honor himand performendl ess
honage to the One who sustains all with his Swift Sure Hand.
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13

The Crannog

We established our canp in a clearing anong the pines on the sl opes above the | ake. The first day
Ll ew caught two fish, in traps he had made of woven rushes and hidden in the reeds and tal

wat er gr ass.

That evening, while Ll ew cooked the day's catch over the fire, we tal ked about all that had
happened to bring us to this place. W discussed the neaning of the vision, and how it m ght be
fulfilled; and we determined all that we would do. And then, with the vision glowi ng in our
hearts, we ate our nmeal of fish and tal ked sonme nore

Later, however, as | settled back with ny harp and began to strum Llew caught my wist and held
it.

"Tegid," he said urgently, "I want to do sonething."

"What do you want to do?" | asked.

"We cannot sit here like this," he continued, "or nothing will happen. W have to nmake sonet hi ng
happen. | think we should make a start.”

"What is it that you want to do? Tell me and we will do it."

"I do not know," he admitted. "But | will think of sonething."

He said nothing nore about it, then. But the next norning he woke at dawn and |eft the canp.

woke later and found my way down to the | akeside, thinking to find Llew there as well. But he was
riot to be found.

I washed, standing in water to ny waist, splashing
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cold water over nyself. Upon energing, | heard a dull, thudding sound. | heard it again as
pulled on ny clothes. | turned in the direction of the sound. "Llew?" | called. Then | ouder

"Liew \Where are you?"

"Here!" cane the reply. "Over here!"

I nmade for the sound of his voice, and found himitanding on the broad | ea above the | ake. "What
was that sound | heard?" | asked him

"It was this," he told ne, and placed a large, heavy )bject in ny hands. It was round and snooth
and cool to the touch.

"Why are you carrying stones?"

"I am marking out the dinmensions of our caer,’
the narkers.™

Apparently he had gat hered stones fromthe | akeshore and heaped themin a pile. Now he was
~valki ng the circunference of his would-be fortress, ising the stones to mark out the walls. W
began the ircuit of the walls, and he showed nme where he had ,laced the stones.

he replied, retrieving another stone. "These are

"This is good," | told him "But a bard should choose the place to build the stronghold if it is
to stand. Al the nmore if it is to be the residence of a king."

"l amno king," he grow ed. "You keep forgetting, Tegid. | ama mained man. In this world, nen do
not follow cripples. That is the truth of it!"

"Yes," | agreed. "That is the way of it! Yet, Goodly-Wse is the Many G fted-"

"No nmore! | do not want to hear it."

"Yet you will hear it!" | insisted. "The Swift Sure Hand has marked you; he has chosen to work in

you this way. Now it is for you to choose: follow, or turn back. There is no other way. |If you
follow, nore may be reveal ed.™

"I't makes no sense to choose ne. None of this nakes sense."

"I have already told you-it is a mystery."

"And still you persist?"
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"I do persist," | answered.

"Why? What mekes you so certain?"

"But | amnot certain,” | told him "Nothing is certain. You want certainty?"
"Yes!"

"Then you want death."

"This is hard for ne, Tegid!"

"It is hard, yes. It is difficult. Life is harsh and it is relentless. You will choose in the end-
one way or the other. No one escapes the choice.”

"Bah! It is no use talking to you," he cried, and his voice echoed across the water like the cry

of a bird.

"The path is revealed in the treading," | said.

"You sound like.. . like a bard," he replied sourly.

"A bard who cannot hel p believing that we have been brought to this place for a purpose. And the
One who brought us here will not see his purpose fail."

"It has failed already! | believed you, Tegid!"

Ch, the pain went deep in him | realized that now, and | understood that the |oss of his hand was
the least of it. There was a potent bitterness in him like a poisoned spring seeping into his
soul . He had borne his suffering bravely, but it had been wearing at himall the sane. It was
behi nd his inpatience of the previous night-and it was behind this inpulsive exercise in noving
rocks.

"I amtelling you the truth when | say there is a nystery-"

"Stop it!" he roared, throwing down the stone he carried. "Speak to me no nore of your mnysteries,
Tegi d-and say no nore of kingship. | will not hear it!"

He stood seething; | could feel the heat of his anger flow across the distance between us. "Onh,
what is the use?" he grunbl ed; he snatched the stone fromny hands and heaved it away. "W do not
even have tools enough to cut a willow branch, let alone build anything. If we did, we would not
stay here; we would go back to Sci where we belong. It is hopeless, and | amsick of it."

W stood silent for a long tinme. The sun was warm on our backs, the wind light in the pines. Away
on Druim
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Vran, | heard the squawk of a raven. He is wong, |
thought. This is where we belong. "It is not hopel ess;"
sai d, "impossible, perhaps, but not hopel ess.”

"Bards," Llew grunted. "W cannot stay here,

Tegid. There is nothing for us here. If we cannot get to

Sci, let us travel south to the Galanae. It nay be that

Cynan's people will receive us."

When | did not answer, he said, "Did you hear me?"

| stooped to the rock at ny feet-1 had felt the inpact in the earth when he threwit. "I heard
you," | told him "You are right."

"We shoul d travel south?"

"We shoul d nake a begi nning. But not here."

"What is the difference?" he said sullenly.

| turned towards the lake. In turning, ny inner vision awke and | saw the stronghold; | saw where
it should be. "On the | ake, yes,” | told him "But not here. Qut there."

"You are nmad."

"Perhaps." | began wal ki ng towards the | ake.

"I'n the water, you nean?"

"Yes."

"Qut in the | ake?"

"It is to be a crannog,” | explained.

"A crannog."

"It is a dwelling constructed on a false island nade of tinber and stone, and which is-"

"I know what it is," interrupted Llew inpatiently. "But if we cannot erect a sinple nud hut on the

meadow, how are we to build a fortress in the | ake?"

At his words, ny inner vision shifted and I saw an inmage of the crannog as it would be. "Not a
fortress only," | replied. "Acity."

I ndeed, the stronghold | saw was |arge as great Sycharth itself had been. It was an island of
earth and tinber in the center of the | ake-and not a single island only, but a cluster of smaller
i slands |inked together with bridges and causeways to forma great fortress, a caer built on

wat er: round dwel lings of w cker and daubed
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earth, stockades, granaries, storehouses, and, on an earthen mound in the center of the centra
isle, an enornous tinber hail for the chieftain.

| saw snoke rising fromcook houses, and fromthe hearthfire of the hail. | saw sheep and ki ne and
pigs in pens on the crannog, and also on the broad | ea where ~ields of grain had been planted.

Many dozens of boats, Large and snall, plied the water all around the island caer, nd children
swam and played, and wonen fished in the ; hall ows.

| sawit all; | sawnmre. And | related everything to Llew, just as it appeared to ne.

"This | want to see," he renmarked, and | sensed the bitterness abating, subnerging once nore. Liew
took the rock he held cradled in the crook of his wounded arm marched down to the | akeside and

heaved it in. | heard the splash as it struck the water. "There!" he called back. "I have nade a
start. What shall we call this water city of yours?"

"But you have already named it," | said, walking down to join him "Dinas Dw-Water City-so let it
be called.”

Llew |li ked the name and threw another stone into the lake. "Dinas Dw is begun," he said. "Truly,
| hope the Many-G fted Dagda sends us a boat, or we will be forever building it this way."

"I't will take nmore than a boat. It will take a host of builders and craftsmen. This will be no
mean city, brother. It will be a refuge for many, and a beacon in the north for all Al bion."

We sat for a tinme on the stony | akeshore, discussing how the cram og woul d be constructed.
descri bed the nmeans and manner of building, its advantages in tines of trouble, its limtations.
Llew listened to all, taking it in, and when | finished he rose. "W cannot performthis mghty
work on roots and bark, small fish and the occasional bird,"” he declared. "Arns that lift heavy
St ones and tinber need neat to sustain them"™

"What do you propose?"
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"I propose finding sone ash saplings and fashioning a few spears so that | can hunt," he replied.
"The forest abounds with ganme-all we have to do is catch it."

"Yes, but-" | began

He cut me off. "I know what you are thinking. But Scatha always insisted that a nan who fought

with one hand only was but half a warrior. On Ynys Sci we |earned to use our weapons with either
hand. "

"l never doubted you."

"It may take sone practice,"” he allowed, "but | will revive the skill, never fear."

"How wi || you cut and shape the ash sapling?" | wondered.

"Flint," heanswered. "There is flint on the ridgetop and on the slopes. W can use that to nmke
scrapers and axes and spearheads-as nmany as we like."

Thus we spent the next day gathering and chipping flint to nake the bl ades we would require. It

was easier to work by feel than | inmagined, and I soon becane proficient in producing stone bl ades
as sharp, if not as durable, as iron. W had no | eather to bind the crude bl ades to the wood, but
I used threads fromthe edges of our cloaks. | braided the threads in threes and then braided the

three: three threes, a satisfactory nunber, and very strong.

While | braided the rope, Llew searched for and selected a sturdy branch to nmake the haft of the
axe. He found a short, thick Iength of forked oak, and | bound the finished axehead to the branch.
Llewtried the tool on a piece of firewod. "This will work," he announced, hefting the finished
axe. "Now to find a good, straight sapling."

"You will find as many as you like along the eastern rimof the ridge,” | told him

"You have seen this?"

"No, but that is where the tree grows."

He was gone for the rest of the day, and returned just before nightfall with not one or two, but
six fine, straight ash saplings. Four were green, but two were dry, having
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been uprooted on the slope. He had trimed the branches and top, and was ready to begin shapi ng
themwith a flint scraper | had nmade for this purpose.

One of these he nmade into a staff for me. It was | onger than any | had used before, and thinner
But it was easier for a blind bard to wield, | decided. "I amsorry it is not a rowan staff," Llew
said. "But perhaps it will serve until a better one is found."

I ran nmy hands al ong the snooth, rounded wood. He had done fine work shaping and smoothing with

his crude tools, and | commended him "You have done well, Llew It is an excellent staff. | want
no ot her."
The next day, while Llew shaped the shaft, | finished work on the spearhead and nade anot her

brai ded thong to bind it. The day was spent by the tinme we had finished. "Tonorrow we wll eat
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nmeat," Llew declared, chewing a bit of mallow root. After a noment, he added, "If only we had a
little salt.”

"We are too far fromthe sea for that, but savory herbs abound in these woods. | w Il gather sone
whil e you are away."

"Have the fire ready. | will return with our supper,” he vowed.

He made good his pronise, but it was not a boar or deer which he brought back to roast-only a
squirrel. Llew was very di sappoi nted and said he woul d have used his tine better catching fish.
"The deer run too fast," he nmuttered, as we waited for the squirrel to finish cooking. "They are

gone before | can get a decent throw. Wthout a horse, | will never be able to run them down. And
wi | d pigs are dangerous when the hunter goes on foot." He pondered this for a while and then said,
"If! want a deer or pig, | will have to clinb a tree above a gane run and wait."

"Better to find the trail they use to reach water," | suggested. "Any gane on this side of the

ridge probably conme to the lake to drink. Find the place, and you could await themthere."
The next norning LI ew hastened down to the
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| akesi de and searched al ong the shore to find the watering place. | took the staff Llew had made
for me and, poking here and there, | foraged in the woods nearby and found a cache of nuts, which

| wrapped in a pouch of |eaves.

Ll ew returned at midday to say that he had found the watering place and a suitable gane trai

| eading fromthe wood. "There is a | ow place along the western shore; the wood is thick and the

| ake is shallow. Fromthe tracks | have seen, there are deer and pigs to be had. And not nore than
a hundred paces up fromthe watering place, there is a pine | can clinb-it is old and big and the
undergrowth is thin around it. The track passes beneath one of the larger linbs and | nmay be able
to get a good throw fromthere. Wsh nme |uck, Tegid."

"I wish you nothing else,”" | told him "But are you goi ng now?"

"I think it best. | want to be in place well before nightfall to give ny scent a chance to

di sperse.”

"Go then, and take this with you,"” | handed himthe | eaf-pouch of nuts. "Good hunting to you."

He took the pouch, and | waited through the remai nder of the day. The nmoon would rise | ate-well
after dark. | did not expect himto return until norning. Nevertheless, | tended the fire through
the night so that he could find his way back to~p if he returned while it was still dark

As night drew on, | took up the harp and began to play. The sweet singing of the harpstrings
filled the sphere of night around ne-like the glow of the canpfire, could | have seen it. | sang

softly, a nmelody of peace and repose, so as not to disturb the serenity of the wood and the night.
The liquid crystalline notes of the harp trickled lightly into the air, the fire creaked softly,
and! becane aware of another's presence with me. A subtle alteration in the air, a slight
trembling of excitenent on the skin-1 was being watched.

| sensed the visitor just outside the circle of the canp, watching. An aninmal? No, not an ani mal.
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| stopped singing but continued strunm ng the harp, |istening beyond the harpsound to the faint
ni ght noi se around ne. | did not hear what | was listening for at first, but then.. . the hushed
exhal ati on of a breath.

| stopped strunming, put down the harp, and stood slowy. "Wio is here?" | said gently.

No answer-al though | thought | detected the quivering of |eaves, as if a branch held aside had
been repl aced.

"Cone out," | said-this time with nore force and authority. "You are welcone to share ny fire."
Still no reply.

"You need have no fear. | will not harmyou. Cone, join me. We will talk together."

Again there was no answer. But | heard, crisp and distinct, the snap of a twig and the rustling of
| eaves as the stranger departed. | waited a moment.. . silence. | was al one once nore.

I wal ked around the fire ring to the place where ny shy visitor had been. | |eaned on ny staff and
listened for a tine, but there was nothing to be heard. Then, as | turned back to the fire, | felt
sonet hi ng beneath ny foot. | bent down and picked it up. The object was flat and brittle, with

sharp spines or thorns attached to a woody stem

| turned it over in ny fingers for a nonent before it came to ne what it was: a sprig of holly.
153
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Visitors
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Llew returned at dawn with a kill-a roe deer which he dropped by the fire and instantly forgot in
his excitement to tell me what he had seen

"I't was incredible!" he gasped. "You will never believe-Tegid!" He had run all the way fromthe

| ake, dragging the snmall buck, and was out of breath fromthe clinb to the canp.

"I had to stay awake-" He gulped air. "Or fall.. . out of the tree.. . | got cold up there," he
gasped and swal lowed. "And so | had to.. . shift around to keep fromgetting stiff. . . and

I was.. ."

"Calmyourself," | told him "I can wait."

He drew a deep breath, and another. "I dropped ny spear," he continued in a steadier voice. "It
fell in the center of the trail. It was dark, but with the moon | could see it below me. | clinbed
down to get it-" he paused and drew another long breath. "I picked up the spear, and-Tegid, it
seens strange to say, but | just knew sonmething was there with ne. | felt eyes on ne-as if | was

bei ng watched. | thought it mght be a stag. | clinbed back into the tree as quickly and quietly
as | could, and nade ready to throw the spear if the deer canme onto the trail."

Qul pi ng again, he hurried on. "All this tine | was cursing nyself for not taking better care.
was certain | had | ost the chance for a kill.

"But just as | was getting into position again, | heard
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a sound on the trail. | |ooked down, and standing directly under the branch where | was sitting-"
Llew s voice trenbled with excitenent, "I sawit, Tegid! You will never believe! At first | did

not know what it was. It was just this dark mass under the tree. But it had a face, and | could
see its eyes! Tegid, the eyes glinted in the noonlight. It was |ooking right at ne! It saw ne! It
was just-"

"Yes-what ?" | broke in. "Wat was | ooking at you, brother?"

"It was-what is the word?-a tree being."

"A tree being?"

"I do not know the word. What do you call it?"

"I cannot tell you, until you tell nme what you saw," | replied. "Describe it."

"I't was like a man-very tall and thin and covered in | eaves and thorns. It had hair, | think, but
there were twigs and | eaves of all kinds sticking to it fromhead to toe. Its eyes-Tegid, its eyes
were huge, and it was looking right at me. | knowit saw me. It knew that | was there. | nearly

fell out of the tree when | saw it! This thing just stood there, |ooking up at ne. This thing-
this-"

"Cylenchar," | told him
"Cylenchar?" Liewtried to puzzle out the nmeaning of the word. "Bashful bush. .. timd tree?"
"Tree, or forest, yes," | replied. "Though not bashful _ conceal ed, or hidden. It is a very old

word; it nmeans the hidden one of the forest."
"But what is it?"

| held out the holly sprig. Llewtook it fromny fingers. "He caine here, too," | explained. "I
t hi nk ny harp summoned him"

" He- hi mP"

"The Hi dden One, the cyl enchar."

"The Green Man," Liew said, his voice low "In nmy world we call it a Geen Man, or Jack o'the
Geen. | saw One once-it was.. ." He fell silent, renenbering the incident.
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"What is it, brother? What do you renenber?"
"Sinon and | saw one-we saw a Green Man, a cylenchar, on the road. Before coning here. W were

travelling in Scotland-in Caledon. . . beside a |l ake, like this one. " H s voi cedwi ndl ed away
agai n.

| placed nore wood on the fire. "Sit," | told him "Rest yourself."

He did as | bade him "A Green Man," he whi spered.

| extended ny hand towards the buck he had brought. | ran ny fingers over the pelt and carcass; it
was a young animal, small and supple yet. The nmeat woul d be toothsone and tender. "You nmade a good
kill. W will eat well for a few days."

"But | did not kill it," Llew said. "The cyl enchar brought it. Just before dawn, | heard a sound
in the bush, and | readied nyself to throw | saw" he paused, swallowed, "-saw a blur of green-
branches, |eaves and twigs, bristling, noving-and then it was gone, and | saw the roebuck lying in
the clearing under the tree. It was already dead. | clinbed down. The buck was still warm it was
killed only noments before. | waited for a while, but nothing happened. So | picked up the deer

and brought it here.”
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W sat for atinme, listening to the crackling fire, wondering if the cylenchar was even now

wat chi ng us. He had seen us fromthe beginning, | suspect, and watched us as we set about
establishing our canp, naking the spears. He had watched us and had brought a gift of food. It was
his way of wel coning us.

"The hidden ones are very old," | said after a tinme. "Wen the dew of creation was still fresh on
the earth, they dwelt in the land. At the coming of men to Albion, they retreated to the forests
where they wait and watch."

"What do they watch?"

"They watch everything. They know all that passes anpong the | eaves and shadows. They tend the
trees and the aninals that shelter within the circle of the trees. They are guardi ans of the
forest."
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"You said we have been wel comed. Wiy would it

do that?"

"l cannot say. But we will be watched and | think we will be protected now. "

"And fed."

"Yes, watched and fed. We will set aside a portion of the neat for the cylenchar-to show our
respect and thanks. |If the neat is accepted, we will know that our presence is honored here."

LI ew hung the buck by the hind Iegs fromthe branch of a tree, cut its throat and left it to

bl eed; he gathered sone willow branches and returned to begin skinning the deer. "You are tired,"

I told him "Go to sleep. | will do the rest."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. | will wake you for supper,” | told him It was only slightly nore difficult than | thought
it might be- owing nore to lack of a proper iron blade than |ack of eyesight. Using the flint

bl ade and scraper, | carefully renoved the pelt. | quartered the carcass and, as best | could,
jointed the haunches. The portions |I thought to save, | wapped in the pelt; the offal I left for

the birds and beasts. Al this was carried out away fromthe canp, as | did not wish to foul the
canpsite with the | eavings

When | had finished, | returned with the nmeat to the [ire, built the flanes high and hot and
af fi xed two haunch portions of neat onto the green willow spits Liew had prepared. | set the
joints to cook slowy at the fire's edge and waited for Llew to awaken.

We ate at midday, gorging on the succulent venison. W ate until we could hold no nore and then
went down to the |ake to drink and bathe. The water was cold, making the skin tingle as we swam

and sported in the water. | mssed having soap, and | did not like the wet cloth on ny eyes. Llew
saw ne unw apping the cloth and swamto ne.

"It istine to see howit is healing," | said.

"I agree," he replied. "I will join you." He began unwi nding the cloth fromhis wist-stunp.
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"Well? Tell ne what you see.”

I felt his hand touch the side of ny head. He turned ny face to one side and then the other. "I
will not lie to you, brother," he said solemmly. "It is not good. Yet it is not as bad as it m ght
be. The color is better, |I think." | felt his fingers gently probing. "Your eyes were cut deeply.
Can you see anyt hi ng?"

"No. And | think my sight will not cone back."

"I amsorry, Tegid." His tone all owed no hope.

"How i s your arn®"

"It is healing, too. The skin is still slightly inflaned, and it is very red. But the flesh is
begi nning to cl ose over the stunp. There is still sone fluid seeping fromthe wound. The fluid is
wat ery though, not yellow. | should wap it again later, but it will not hurt to wash it now The
cold water feels good."

"I'f we had a cauldron, | would make a poultice for you, to draw sone of the inflammation fromthe
flesh.. ." Even as | spoke the words, ny inner vision flickered to life and | sawin nmy mnd s eye
a man standing on the shore of the lake with a basin in his hands. He raised the basin over his
head and, as the sun broke above the ridge, he threw the basin into the lake. | saw the spl ash,
and the shinmrer as the vessel sank.

"What is it, Tegid? What do you see?"

"There is a basin-a bow of bronze-here," | turned to the | ake spreading before me. "It was the
gift of alord to the nmenory of a newborn son who died."

" Her e?"

"In the lake." | pointed to the place | sawin ny mind. "Just there."

"Wait here," Llewsaid. "I will find it if |I can.”
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He accepted ny vision w thout question. At once he began diving in the |ake, searching anong the
rounded stones of the | ake-bed for the basin | described. He dived and dived again, but found

not hi ng.

"Stay!" | called to him "Listen to ne; | will direct you.,'
| made my way up fromthe water to the shore. As
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before, the image in ny mind shifted as | noved. To ny right | saw a large rock, partly on the
strand and partly in the water-when | had seen the nan, he had been standing on this rock with the

basin in his hands. | picked ny way over the rounded stones to the rock and clinbed up on it. |
turned once nore to the water. | stretched nmy hands forth. "Were are you, LIew?"
"Here," he answered. "I amjust a little to your left."

| located himby the sound of his voice, and visualized himin place against the inmage in ny m nd-
and he appeared in nmy nmind s eye in that place. "Raise your hand, Liew"

He rai sed his hand above his head, and the inage of ny inner vision responded |ikew se: they were
one and the sane.

"The bowl is behind you and to the right," | told him

"How far?"

| estimated the distance between himand the place where | had seen the splash. "Two paces to your
right," | answered, "and seven or eight paces behind."

He turned away fromme and ny inner vision faded to black. There canme a rippling sound as Liew
waded to the place | had indicated-and then a splash as he dived. He dived once, and then again

He dived once nore. | stood listening, waiting for himto surface. | did not hear anything for a
few nmonents. . . and then..

A surging splash and a shout sounding at once. "I have it!" Llewcried. "It is here, Tegid! | have
found the bow ."

He charged up out of the water. | held out nmy arms and felt the chill, wet weight as Liew

delivered the basin into ny hands. The bow was broad and shallow, the bronze was thick, and the
surface uneven where it had been hamrered. Three deep |lines had been incised around the rim

"It is larger than | expected,"” Llew said; | could alnost hear the grin on his face. "It was
upsi de down. Under water it |ooked |ike a stone. But it was where you
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said it would be." He paused, turning away briefly. "I wonder," he added, "what else is out there

in the | ake?"

I made to answer, but before | could speak | heard the whinny of a horse. "Listen!"

The whi nny sounded again, clear in the quiet of the glen

"I't cane fromacross the | ake," said Liew

"Do you see anyt hi ng?"

Liew said nothing. | could feel himtense beside nme. | heard the breeze light on the water, the
wi nd bl owi ng down fromthe ridgetop towards us across the | ake.

"l see him" Liew whispered. "A warrior. He carries a shield and spear. He has conme down to the
| ake to water his horse. He has not seen us-yet."

"I's he al one?"

"I do not see anyone with him™"

"Keep wat ching." W waited.

"No-there is no one else. He is alone.”

"What is he doi ng?"

"He is kneeling.. . he is drinking now. Li ew paused. "He is rising. He is |ooking this way.
Liew gripped ny armw th his good hand. "He has seen us!" he hissed sharply. "He is renmounting his
horse-"

"I's he coning this way?"

Li ew hesitated. "No," he answered, relaxing his grip on nmy arm "He is riding back the way he
came. He is leaving-" and a nonment |ater, "he is gone."

"Then cone," | said, handing the bronze bow to Liew and stepping down fromthe rock. "I think we
nmust prepare for visitors."

"Do you think he will return?"

"Yes," | called over ny shoul der as | hobbl ed over the stones. "I think we nust assune that he
will return, and next time he will not conme al one."

W waited through the night, and the next day. And though hew clinbed to the ridgetop and wat ched
the glen nost of the day, no one cane. | began to think I

160

woul d be proven wong, that the rider would not return
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"I wal ked all along the ridge," he told me when he returned to canp. "I did not see or hear
anything." Wth a weary sigh he planted his spear and dropped onto the ground. "I am hungry,
Tegid,” he said fromacross the cold fire ring. "Let us have a fire and cook sonme nore of the
deer."

| hesitated. | had not allowed the fire the night before, for fear of drawing the notice of the

i ntruders.

"What do you say?" Liew coaxed. "No one is coming. If anyone were in the woods | would have heard
them today. There is no one about."

My caution appeared pointless and a little foolish. "Very well,"” | relented, "gather the wood. W
will build afire."

Llew piled the firewood high, and | kindled the flane. In no tine, all that remained of the deer-
the three portions we had not eaten-was turning on the spits at the fire's edge, and the air was
tinged with the aroma of roasting venison. The fat sizzled as it bubbled and ran

Li ew, whose hunger could not wait, pulled hot strips of meat fromthe spit with his fngers and

bl ew on them before tossing theminto his nmouth. "Mm " he nurnmured happily, "this is nore |ike
it, Tegid. | have waited all day for this."

Wil e the neat cooked, | brought the bronze basin to the fire. In Liew s absence, | had prepared
the poultice. The forest abounded in herbs of many types and, despite ny blindness, | had
assenbled all | needed in a short time. The hardest part was fetching water in the basin and
returning to canmp without spilling it on the way.

I mxed the herbs with the water and set the mixture aside to mingle its essence. Now that we had
a fire, I brought the bow to the fire's edge to heat it properly. Wile | waited for it to boil

| prepared a hazel twig to stir the mxture. Liew continued to worry bits of cooked neat fromthe
spit and lick his fingers, and | stirred the basin, snmelling the fragrance of crushed herbs.
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"What is in that?" Liew asked idly. "If it is

"Shh!" 1 hissed.

| strained ny ears to the wood sounds around heard the tree-creeper,, and the thrush. | heard rh~
rustlings in the dry | eaves under the bushes. heard the light jingle ofa horse's tack

"They are still solute way off," | told him "L~ fire. We will hide in the forest until we can '~

what they want."

Ll ew stood, plucking his spear fromthe gro beside him But before Ihe could take a step towards
me. voice behind nme said, ":Hold, friend!"

I whirled to the souind.

"Do not be foolish," the voice said.

Anot her voi ce added, "Put up your spear, friend. He spoke to Liewin a voice tight with nmenace.
And a third said, "Is this a proper welcc warriors of our rank?"

The first spoke again: "Stand easy."

| heard novement behind and on either side They had | eft their horses sone way away and had upon
us by foot. There was no escape. W were su rounded.
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15

Deadly Alliances

"Who are you?" denmanded Liew. "Wy do you attack us?" | heard the wary edge to his voice He had
not

relaxed. | strained within nmyself to awaken my inner sight, but ny nmind s eye renained dark
"Put down your spear," the first warrior told him

bluntly.

"Not until | know why you have invaded our canp,”

LI ew i nsi st ed.

"It is not our customto answer questions at

spearpoint," the intruder behind nme said.

"And is it your customto enter a peaceful canp by

stealth and force?" Llewreplied, his tone flat and | ow

"I's this your forest,"” inquired one of the warriors

snoot hly, "that you have the right to demand answers of all who sojourn within?"

I heard a brushing step as one of the nen shifted nearer. | spread nmy hands to show | had no
weapon. "Peace," | said, "you have nothing to fear fromUS." | spoke boldly, but w thout
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intimdation. "Join us at our hearth.”

There was silence. | could feel their eyes On ne.

"Who are you?" one of the strangers asked.

"I will tell you who I am when you have told ne why YOU SpUrn Qur offer of peace and the

conpani onshi p of our hearth" When no one replied to this, | added, "Perhaps you think it beneath
you to sit with us and share our food?"
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The first warrior answered. "We mean no one any harm" he said sullenly. "Rhoedd saw nen at the

| ake. W were sent by our battlechief to discover who has come here. Qur lord is troubled by news
of invaders."

"Who is your lord?" | asked

"Cynfarch of Dun Cruach," the warrior answered.

"You are far north, man," Liew said. "Were is your battlechief?"

"He waits for us in the glen by the river," the warrior answered.

"Bring him" Liew said. "W will welconme himhere."

The warrior nade to protest. "Bring himhere," | directed. "Tell himthat Liew and Tegid await
him"

"But we are no-"

"Co!" | commanded, ny voice loud in the silence of the clearing. "Return with your battlechief, or

do not return at all!"

Wt hout another word, the three turned and di sappeared the sane way they had come. W listened to
them hast eni ng through the brush and, when they had gone, Liew exhaled with relief.

"They were that close to attacking us," he said.

"They were afraid."

"Do you think Cynan is with thenP"

"That we will soon discover." | stooped to the basin at the fire. The vessel was hot and the herb
brew si mmered. "The poultice is ready. Let us see to your wound."

| pulled the basin away fromthe flanes. "Unbind your wist and bathe the wound in the water."
"It is boiling," Liew pointed out.

"I't nust be hot to do you good. The heat of the poultice will draw the poison fromthe wound."

Li ew conplied reluctantly, conplaining all the while. When the brew grew too cold to be effective,
| heated it again, placing the bow at the fire. Liew conplained about that, too. |Indeed, he was

still protesting when our visitors returned.
This time they rode directly into our canp-seven
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men on horseback, with weapons drawn and shields ready. "Wo are you to conmand warriors not your
own?" a stern voice demanded from anong the trees. "Stand on your feet, friends, and let nme see

you. "

"Cynan!" Liew |l eaped fromhis place at the fire,

overturning the bow. | heard the hiss of steamas the poultice spilled into the enbers.

"So! It is true!" called Cynan. | heard the creak of |eather as he swng down fromthe saddle.

"They said Tegid and Li ew were canped on the other side of the ridge, but | did not believe it. |
cane to see for nyself, and here you stand."

For a monent all was confusion. | heard the sound of horses snorting and shuffling, of nen talKking
excitedly at once. | heard | oud | aughter and then Cynan was standing before us. "Wl cone,

brother!"™ cried Llew. "Qur hearth is hunble and our hail has no roof, but all we have is yours. It
is good to see you, Cynan."

"And it is glad | amto-" Cynan nust have reached out to grip Liews arns, and discovered Llew s
injury. "Clanna na ci!" he gasped. "Wat happened to you, man?"

Cynan turned to ne. "Tegid, you-?" | could feel his anger flare like a firebrand. "Wo has done
this? You have but to speak his nane and | will avenge you tenfold! A hundredfold!"

Ll ew answered. "Meldron,"” was all he said

"I will kill him" Cynan vowed.

"Mel dron owes a bl ood debt past reckoning," | said, "but not for our wounds. Truly, this is the

| east part of what he has done." | then told Cynan and the others about the massacre of the bards
on the holy mound.

Cynan and his men listened in stunned silence. Wien | finished, it was as if they had nelted into
the night. | heard nothing but the fluttering crack of the fire and the soft, shifting hiss of the
night air anong the pine needles.

When he finally spoke again, Cynan's voice was a

tight knot of anger and despair. "It is even worse than you know," he said. "Ml dron has provoked
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war with the
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|l ords of Liogres. He has attacked the principal strongholds of the Cruin and the Dorathi. Mny
have been killed, and nore have fled to the hills and forests."

"When did this happen?" | asked.

"We | earned of it just before Beltain. Sonme came to us seeking refuge, and they warned us that

Mei dron has sent warriors into Cal edon to search out the weaknesses in the land."

"Ah," Liew replied, "that is why you are ranging this far north."

"It is," Cynan confirned unhappily. "W have been riding the glens and rivers to see if they nean
to strike at us fromthe wilderness where we are not protected.”

"Have you seen anyone?" | asked.

"No one-until Rhoedd saw you two days ago," Cynan answer ed.

"But why did it take you two days to return here?" Liew asked.

"W were canped a day's ride fromhere," Cynan explained. "I commanded my men to return at once if
they found any sign of strangers in the land."

"If he had but spoken to us, we would have welconed him" Liew told him "Soneone m ght have been
hurt."

"As to that, | amsorry," Cynan replied ruefully. "But if you were spies for Meldron | knew that
you woul d not hesitate to nurder nmy nen-even under a sign of welcome. W did not know it was you."
"Well, | amglad you are here. Sit with us," Liew said, "share our food. W have but a little neat

and water, but you are welconme to it."

"We have provisions with us and, as we have conme unbidden to your canp, you nust allow us to
contribute ~ur portion," Cynan offered happily.

"I will not say no," Liewreplied, and Cynan ordered two of his nmen to begin preparing a neal.

W sat down together then and, while the others fetched water and wood and went about expanding
our canmp, Cynan and Rhoedd sat with us and began telling us

166

all that had passed in Al bion since our neeting on Ynys Sci. | listened to Cynan's description of
the tribes and clans that Meldron had overrun or defeated, and | could not help shaking ny head in
wonder .

"Cynan," | said, "how has Meldron acconplished this so quickly? Wen we |left Sycharth he had but a
hundred nen altogether. How is it that he defeats clans with | arger and better-armed warbands?"
"That is easily told," Cynan said harshly. "He has

made alliance with the Rhewt ani."

The Rhewtani are a contentious clan who rule in northern Llogres. They had | ong troubl ed both
Prydai n and Cal edon-until Meldryn Mawr put an end to their warring with a genes of stinging
defeats. Odd that now they should have joined with Meldron, helping their old eneny's son to
further hinmself. | wondered what Meldron had promi sed themto secure their aid.

"The Rhewtani," | repeated. "Anyone el se?"

"1 have not heard of any others,"” Cynan answered, "but it is said that sone of the conquered

chi efs have cone over to himrather than face defeat and death. Although," he added fiercely, "any
chieftain who would do that is not worthy of the name."

We tal ked of all that had happened in Al bion and waited for the food to be served. Qur visitors
supplied a nore than anple share fromtheir provisions, and our nmeal becane a feast of friends. "I
amnot |ying when | say that you are the last nen | thought to frmd here," Cynan said, slapping his
t hi gh.

"After Meldron attacked the sacred nound,” Llew told him "we were taken prisoner. W were cast
adrift on the tide and left to die." He told about the stormat sea and related how we had wal ked

inland and arrived at this place-failing, | noticed, to nmention the nenmeton or the cylenchar in
hi s account.
Cynan and his men listened to the tale with interest. Wen Liew finished, he said, "Still, it is

strange. W had decided to return honme, when Rhoedd thought he saw Sonmeone hi di ng anong the

trees." Cynan addressed
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Rhoedd. "Tell them what you saw. "

"l saw soneone watching us across the river," Rhoedd began. "I told Lord Cynan and asked | eave to
follow | raised the trail and pursued it until | reached the waterfall. But since | had seen no
other sign, | decided to abandon the search. | was about to turn back when | saw soneone on the
rocks above the falls."

"Did you see who it was?" | asked.

"No, lord," Rhoedd replied. "But he wore a green cloak. | saw that."
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"So you continued foll ow ng?"

"I did that. Not easy to find a way around the falls-and | would still be searching if | had not

seen a hind running into a cleft in the rocks. | followed and found a path; it led here, to this

ridge. Fromthe ridge | saw the | ake and went down to water ny horse. It was in nmy mnd to return
the way | had cone. If | had not seen you across the water, we would have returned to Dun Cruach

The rest you know. "

“If and if and if," | observed. "It seems to ne you were fortunate beyond reason."

"This is what | amthinking, too," Rhoedd admitted. "I never did see the nan who led nme to the
trail. I know | never would have found it for nyself."

"No," | answered, "nor will you see the one who | ed you, unless he reveals hinself. For it was the

guardi an of this place who brought you here."

"Who is this man, |ord?" asked Rhoedd.

"It is no man," | answered. "It is one of the ancient ones.” | told them of the cylenchar then
and how we had been watched and eventual |y accepted by the guardi an of the hidden glen

Cynan and his nmen were fascinated, and we tal ked of this-and all that had happened in Al bion-far
into the night. Dawn's greeters had al ready begun chirping when we turned yawni ng to our beds.
Upon rising the next day, Cynan said, "You are welcone to return with us. There is a place for you
at Dun Cruach."
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"I thank you, Cynan Machae," | replied, "but it is for us to remain here."

"Here? Wiy, there is nothing here.” Cynan turned to Liew. "You are injured. You need food and
rest. You will fnd both at Dun Cruach.”

"Again, we thank you," Llewreplied. "But it is as Tegid says: we nean to stay."

"What will you do if Meidron discovers you?" Cynan asked pointedly. "You are injured. You cannot
even hold a sword. Return with us. W can protect you."

Ll ew did not take offense. He turned aside Cynan's blunt but well-neaning concern with a gentle

reply. "It is not for you to protect me, brother. Rather it is for us to protect one another."
"How so0?" demanded Cynan. Liew s refusal rankled sonewhat, but roused his curiosity nore.
"Listen," Liew said, speaking low so that all drew near himto hear. | could i magi ne Cynan and the

others straining after his words. "Tegid has had a vision-a vision of this place. He has seen a
great fortress rising out of the water of the lake. It is an island-"

"An island?" one of his |isteners wondered.

"But there is no island,"” another pointed out.

"Quiet! Let himfinish," said Cynan

"That is true," Liew confessed, "there is no island- yet. It is to be an island nade by nen. It is
an island nmade of nany crannogs, a stronghold of many fortresses: Dinas Dm is its nane. And it
will be a refuge and a haven for all of Aib ion."

"You have seen this?" The question was for me; | felt Cynan's hand on ny arm
"I have seen it, yes," | replied, resisting the urge to say nore. Llew had begun; better to |et
himfinish as he would. ~~Jt is as Llew has told you."

"Dinas Dm," Cynan nused. "Dinas Dw-yes, it is a good nane."

"Wth a fortress in the north," Liew proceeded, "the south would be nore secure. W would be Iike
two Swordbrothers fighting back to back, each covering the
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ot her's weakness, each protecting the other, shield to shoul der, shoulder to shield."

The warriors saw the wi sdomof this. Llew had nade it live for themin his sinple imge, and they

voi ced their approval of the plan. "Meldron will look to attack where we are weakest," Cynan
conceded. "I ama wonderful fighter, truly-but even | cannot defend two places at once."

"W will defend the north," offered Liew "Wat say you, brother?"

"Well," allowed Cynan, "it is a worthy plan."

"Support nme in this, Cynan," Liew said with quiet fervor; there was no pleading in his voice.
"Toget her we can neke this vision live."

Cynan was silent for a nmonent. And then he was on his feet, shouting in his zeal. "It shall be!"
he cried. "Earth and stars bear witness, | pledge you all a nan can pledge to aid you in this
nm ghty work!"

| stood and raised nmy hands in declamation, [eft hand above ny head, pal moutward, ny right-hand
shoul der high, gripping nmy staff. "The Golden King in his kingdomw Il strike his foot against the
Rock of Contention," | proclainmed, in the words of the Banfaith's prophecy. "The Wormof fiery
breath will claimthe throne of Prydain; Liogres will be without a lord. But happy shall be

Cal edon! "

The warriors acclainmed this solemly, and backed their lord' s pledge with oaths of their own. Then
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everyone began tal king at once, their voices keen with excitenment; and | heard in the sound of
their elation a vision assunming solid shape, faith taking flesh

I listened to their eager talk for a tinme, then rose and, taking ny staff, withdrew to the
surrounding forest. | wanted to be alone with nmy thoughts, to understand what Cynan had told us:
the Cruin defeated, and the Dorathi; Liogres had already fallen to them Meidron and the Rhewt ani
that was a deadly alliance.

| pondered this but could not hold it in my mind. | heard the branches nmoving in the treetops and
snel | ed
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rain on the wind. | could not see the sky, but | knewit was yet clear and the sun burned bright.

It would rain before evening, yet for those gathered around our crude hearth the future held no
cl ouds.

I listened to the voices of the men, ardent in friendship over their plans: the fell owship of
honorable nen is a nobst potent force. The alliance of Liew and Cynan, born of trust and respect,
woul d be form dabl e. And anyone seeking to break it by treachery or violence would find it a
deadly alliance, too.

Clearly, the Swift Sure Hand was noving mghtily:

powers |long dormant in the land were stirring again; guides and kindly spirits were gathering
around us, ancient forces befriending us in unexpected ways.

Happy shall be Caledon... So be it!
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A Flight of Ravens

"I will return as soon as nay be," Cynan prom sed. "And

I will bring nmen, tools, and provisions enough to establish

a fortress like no other in Cal edon!"

"I would settle for a change of clothing and a handful Df thatch to keep the rain off ny head,"
Llewtold him "All the sane, | will see neither if you do not |eave!"

Even as he spoke, the rain which had besieged us for two days stopped. The horses jerked their
heads, making their tack jingle in their eagerness to be away once nore.

"Very well, we are going. But | am/l eaving Rhoedd behi nd-and weapons enough for all of you."

"We can | ook after ourselves," Liew protested nildly. "W do not need a servant. |If you neet

Mel dron on the trail, you will need Rhoedd's spear."

"Neverthel ess, he is yours to conmand,” Cynan insisted. "Do not be stubborn about this."

"Very well, | accept,” Llew replied, and bade Cynan farewell. The others were already waiting on
the trail; | heard them shout as Cynan took his place at their head, and then the drummi ng of the
horses' hooves as they wheeled their nounts and di sappeared anong the trees.

"Well," said Llew, returning to where | stood leaning on ny staff, "we have a horse and a warri or
to comand. Qur warband is begun.”

"Scoff if you will,”" I told him "G eat kings have begun with less.”

"Since you say it, | will believe it,"” he replied, with a

172

Iightness of voice | bad not heard in a very long time. "For myself, | amcontent with Rhoedd
here. And between you and nme, Tegid, he |l ooks |like one tough nut. | amcertain he is contrary

enough for ten nen."

Rhoedd | aughed at this. "Cynan warned you!" he said cheerfully. "Did he also tell you about nmny
foul tenper?”

Thus began the cl ose conpani onship of the forest hearth which we were to enjoy through the season
of warmh. Rhoedd becane a boon and bl essing to us:

tirelessly resourceful, and shrewdly ingenious, he aided us in everything and increased the bare
conforts of our canp.

Most days Llew and Rhoedd hunted or fished in the early nmornings, and spent the rest of the day
gathering the roots and other edible plants that were our food. W bathed in the lake in the early
evening, and ate our neals by the fireside at night. Then | would take my harp and sing, sending
silvery song al oft on the fragrant snoke of our oak-fired hearth. In this way, then, we filled the
days waiting for Cynan's promised return.

One day Rhoedd appeared breathless at the | akeside where | was drawi ng fresh drinking water. He
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and Llew had left to hunt but a short while earlier. | answered his call, and turned to await him
as he came running to ne.

"What has happened? |s Liew hurt?"

"LOrd Liew is unharned,"” Rhoedd answered. "He sent ne to bring you. W have seen nmen on the river
trail below the ridge."

"How many?"

"Si x-maybe nore. They were too far away to be certain. They will arrive before mdday. Llewis
wat ching the track."

I retrieved ny staff and Rhoedd | ed ne up the slope to the ridgetop-pausing at our canp to gather
the extra spears and shields Cynan had | eft us. W hastened along the ridgeway west for a tine,
and then down a | ong, steep path where we joined Llew, crouched behind a cluster of rocks part way
down the sl ope.

"They are al nost upon us," Liew said. "I think
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Rhoedd and | can take them but we will need you to help us, Tegid. W nust nake certain they do
not leave this glen."

"Mel dron's spies? Is that what you are thinking?"

"Who el se? Cynan warned us they were searching out the |and."

We di scussed anbush tactics, and made a plan by which we might subdue the invaders. "There is a
pl ace east of here, where the glen narrows," said Liew. "The rocks cone right down to the river's
edge. Their horses would be no use to them™

"And further east?" inquired Rhoedd.

"Further east, the valley opens to a wide plain."

"Then our best chance will be at the narrows," Rhoedd agreed.

We hastened back up to the ridgetop and east along the trackway until we found the place. W took
up a position overlooking the river trail below, and then sat back to wait. The day passed ni dday
and we did not see or hear any sign of our approaching visitors. Liew grew inpatient.

"What is taking them so |ong? What are they doi ng?"

"Perhaps they have turned off the trail," | suggested. "Perhaps they are watering their horses."
Li ew sent Rhoedd down for a closer |ook, charging himto take care that no one should see him
Waiting for Rhoedd to return was no | ess maddeni ng than waiting for the invaders. Liew nmarked the

time by tapping the butt of a spear on a rock-the sound, | thought, of bone rappi ng agai nst bone
Then the tapping stopped. "Wat can be keeping hin?" he blurted at |ast.

"Listen!"

A nonment |ater, we heard Rhoedd on the trail; he crouched before us, breathing hard. "I have been
down to the valley," he told us when he could speak. "I found them They are making canp."

"Di d anyone see you?"

"“No. '
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"Do you know t henf"

"They are not of any tribe or clan known to ne. | do not think they are fromthe north at all." He
paused, softening his disdain for our benefit. "They | ooked |ike southern nmen to ne."

"Meldron.. ." Liew nuttered. "How many did you see?"

Rhoedd answered, "There are six."

"If they are Llwyddi," | said, "we may know them | might speak to them"

"Why?" wondered Liew. "After what they did to the |earned brotherhood-what could you possibly have
to say to thenp"

| turned to Rhoedd. "Take us to the place where you saw them™"

Though the track was rough and arduous, we managed sone speed with stealth. W crept as close as

we dared. "Tell me what you see," | said, touching Rhoedd' s shoul der

"Six men-with horses," Rhoedd said. "It is as | have already told you."

"Describe it!"™ | urged. "Details!"

Rhoedd nust have | ooked to Llew for explanation, because Liew said, "Do as he says; tell himwhat
you see."

"Well, there are six nen," replied Rhoedd slowy. "They have six horses with themthree red roans,
a yellow, a grey, and a black. They are good horses. The nen are-well, they are nmen-"

"Are they dark or fair? Wat are they wearing?"

"They are dark, nostly; dark and unshaven-hair and beards plaited. They are wearing |ong cl oaks,
though it is warm They do not carry weapons, but | see bundl ed spears and w apped swords on the
horses. At |east three nmen have shields."

"That is better," | pronpted. "Go on-what else?"
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"They are wearing armrings and bracel ets-gold and silver. One nman has a gold armring, and a gold
brooch on his cloak. He has the | ook of a chanpion; he
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al one wears a torc, but it is silver, not gold. They all wear the blue on their sword arns-the
i mage of a bird, nmaybe a hawk or eagle-1 cannot tell fromhere. | think they have travelled far
They appear weary and ill at ease, and their faces are gaunt."

"Splendid!" | told him "You have sonething of the bard in you, Rhoedd."

"I't will be difficult to take themall at once," Llew said. "W have five spears between us, so

Rhoedd and | ought to be able to stop three before they reach their weapons.™
"And the other three?" | asked.

"W will have to fight them outmanned,"” Llew conceded. "Still, if we strike quickly we may
overcone them"
"I'f we waited until nightfall," Rhoedd said, "we might stand a better chance. We could attack them

while they slept.”
"But they will have their weapons ready to hand then

Ll ew pointed out. "No warrior sleeps

unarmed in strange country. Besides, they will probably post a watch for the night. | say we go
now. "

He and Rhoedd fell to discussing how best to make the first noves of their attack. As | |istened
to their talk, | felt increasingly troubled; not fromfear-nore a feeling of w ongdoing.

"Tegid, take this," said Llew, pressing a knife into ny hand. "If any should try to escape-"

| dropped the knife as if it had burned ny palm "W cannot do this,” |I told him "It is not
right."

"I do not think any will come this way," Rhoedd reassured ne. "It is just for your own defense."
"That is not what he neans," Llew said. "Wat is it, Tegid?"
"W nust not attack unarmed nmen. It is a thing Meldron would do, and it is vile."

"Well, what would you do, Tegid Tathal ?" Liew said, and |I could sense his exasperation

"Wl comre them "
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"Wel comre them " nused Llew dryly. "Well, Tegid, that is certainly sonething Ml dron would never
do. "

"Lord Bard," Rhoedd began, "if we welcome themand they are spies, we will be dead before the sun
sets."

"But, Rhoedd ny friend, if we attack themand they are nmen of peace, we will be nurderers.”

"What do you suggest ?" Ll ew asked.

"Let us receive themas strangers to our hearth." So saying, | gripped nmy staff and stood.

Llew rose quickly and laid his hand on ny arm "I wll go first," he said, and stepped slightly
ahead of ne so that | could follow himw thout stunbling, or funbling awkwardly and t hereby
deneani ng nysel f before the strangers.

Toget her we three nmoved out fromthe cover of the trees and strode boldly to the stranger's canp.
"Greetings, friends!" Llew called. "Peace to you, and to your |ord, whoever he nay be."

Qur sudden appearance surprised them | heard the clatter of dashed utensils and the shuffle of
feet as the strangers scranbled for weapons and whirled to confront us-then silence for the space
of three heartbeats while they deternined howto receive us.

"Greetings," replied one of the strangers slowy. "You have cone upon us by stealth.”

"That is true," Llewreplied. "Forgive us if we have caused you distress. Yet, if your intentions
are peaceful, it will be well with you here. If strife is your aim you will fnmd warnmer wel cone

el sewhere. |If nothing prevents you, | would know the nane of your |ord and what brings you to this
pl ace."

"W accept your welcone gladly," replied the stranger. "W bear you no ill will, friend, and hope

to pass through these | ands wi thout giving offense to any who |live here. |Indeed, we would esteem
it an honor if you would tell us who is the lord of this place, so that we may greet himas best
befits his rank."

Ll ew made to answer, but | spoke up, saying, "You speak with sone skill, friend. Howis it, then
that you
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have neglected to answer the question put to you? O perhaps you have a reason for concealing the
nane of your lord."

"l did not answer," the stranger replied ruefully, "because that nane above all others has becone
bitter to ne. | conceal it for the purpose of forgetting it. | amtelling you the truth, when |
say | wish | had never heard it."

It cane to me then who these nmen were, and why they had cone.
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"Put aside your hurt and woe," | said. "Though you nmay not know it, the Swift Sure Hand has
brought you here. If you would honor the lord of this place, it is he who has greeted you and even
now st ands before you, extending his hand in peace.”

"This place is unknown to ne and we did not expect anyone to receive us, nuch less to wel cone us.
If ny speech or conduct has offended you, | beg your pardon, lord. Such was never ny intent."

"I see that you are a man to speak your nind," Llewreplied easily. "Yet | perceive no insult in
either word or manner. And | tell you again, you are wel conme here. W are canped beyond the ridge;
it is a rough hearth, but its freedomis yours. Come, take your rest."

The strangers agreed, and we started up the track. Llew bade Rhoedd | ead the way, and the six
strangers followed, |leading their horses. Llew and | cane |ast.

"Way did you tell them!| was the lord of this place?" Llew demanded as soon as the others were far
enough ahead not to overhear

"Because you are."

"What will they do when they learn | amlord of nothing nore than a w de place beneath the trees?”
"Do you not know who they are?"

"No." lie paused to consider what he had seen and heard. "Do you know?"

"Yes. "

" How?"

"Their conming has been foretold."
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"Well, are you going to tell ne? O will | grow old wondering?"

"They are the Ravens."

"The ravens? Wat ravens?"

"Happy shall be Caledon," | said, repeating the words of the Banfaith's prophecy, "the Flight of
Ravens will flock to her many-shadowed gl ens, and ravensong shall be her song."

"Six warriors," Llew observed sourly. "Not much of a flock, is it?"

"It will grow," | told him "You will see.”

"I will tell you what | see,” Liew replied, accusation sharpening his tone. He stopped wal ki ng and
turned me to face him "You are deternined to bring about this prophecy one way or another. You
know that it cannot be, and yet you stubbornly persist in making ne the center of it."

"No nore stubbornly than you persist in denying it," |I remarked. "The prophecy was given to you.
The Chief Bard's awen was given to you."

"Yes!" The word was a vehenent hiss. "And this was given to me, too!"

I did not need eyes to see that he was shaking his stunp at ne.

"I did not come here to be king of anything. | came to take Sinobn back," he snapped, "and as soon
as | can think of a way to do it, that is what | amgoing to do. And that is all | amgoing to
do. "

He turned away abruptly, and started clinbing the slope. From sonmewhere high above, | heard the

ragged squawk of a raven. At once ny inner vision awke. Into ny mnd came the image of a raven
per ched upon the back of a throne nmade of stag antlers-the image frommy vision. And with this
first raven, | saw others-many others, a flock, circling the throne, circling, soaring. Even as
wat ched, nore ravens gathered in the way that ravens will-the first drawing nore to their nunbers,
and yet more, until an inmmense cloud filled the sky, their black wings flashing in the
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sunlight, their black eyes deadly and bright.

"Llewd" | called after him "Let us settle this now and be done with it."

I heard his footsteps halt, and then begin again as he retraced his steps to ne. "How?"

"Are you wlling?"

"I amwilling," he declared. "Wat do you suggest?"
"The warriors who have conme to us," | began; "we will let thembe the test."
" How so?"

"l tell you they are the Flight of Ravens whose com ng has been foretold to us.™

"The prophecy again-"

"Yes, the prophecy again. The prophecy is the path. Gofannon, the cyl enchar, and now t he Ravens-
these are the lights along the way. By them we know the path is true."

He did not reply, so | pressed him "If the prophecy can be proved true, will you put aside your
doubt and follow the path set before you?"

Ll ew took his tine considering. "It is a hard thing," he said at |ast.
"Harder than a one-handed nan becom ng ki ng?"
"No harder than that, | suppose.”

"Then why do you worry?"
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"Very well," he agreed, reluctance dragging down his voice like a weight. "Let us put this
prophecy to the test for once and all. Tell nme now who you believe these nmen are."

| replied without hesitation, trusting to the insight that had come to nme. "They are Rhewtani."
"Perfect." Llew spat the word. "Just what we need."

"But they are not spies or traitors. They are honorabl e nen. |ndeed, they have placed honor above
their lives. For, when their false |lord made disgraceful alliance with Meidron, they chose to |ive
as outcasts rather than serve a traitor."

"They have abandoned their lord. That does not sound very trustworthy to ne."
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"Do not say they have abandoned their lord," |I replied. "Say rather that they are seeking a lord
worthy of their loyalty."
"Rhewt ani ," Llew rmused. "Most interesting. But that is not enough. What el se?"

"You will find that the one who addressed you is the battlechief, and those with himare the best
of the Rhewtani warband. |If you tell themwho you are, and what you nean to do in this place, they
will pledge thenselves to you."

"Better.. ." Llewreplied, and | could sense himwarnng to the chall enge. "Sonething nore-but it
has to be sonmething difficult."

"Whul d anything | ess satisfy you?" | said and paused to think, holding the inage of the ravens in
my mind. "By this," | said at last, "you will know the path is true: they are the Ravens."

"You told ne that already."

"Yes, but they have not heard it. And it is their true name,"” | explained. "Wen you ask of them
they will tell you: 'W are the Ravens.' Now then, do you agree?”

Li ew drew a deep breath, and | knew he was squaring hinself to the test. "I agree. Let it be as
you say."
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d ori ous Schenes

The strangers were making a picket for their horses anong the trees when we joined themat the
canp. Llew waited until they had finished and invited themto sit with us. The six ranged

t hensel ves on the ground around the fire ring.

"I see you are nen used to better lodgings," Liewsaid. "Yet it may be that a sky-roof shared with
honorable nmen is nore to your liking than a king's hail and the conpany of traitors."

"That is the pith of it," replied the foremost warrior. "W would |live as outcasts rather than sit
at nmeat with false |lords and w cked scheners.”

"We are not unlike, then," Llew assured himswi ftly. "W, too, have abandoned hearth and kin
rather than suffer injustice or further the shanmeful ains of evildoers."

The warriors shifted uneasily. Their |eader hesitated, and then asked, "Do you know us, |ord?"

"I do know you," Liew replied with conviction. "I believe you are Rhewani warriors."
"That is true," replied the warrior chief. "W are the Ravens of Rhewtani."
"Clanna na cii!" Liew murnmured.

| heard a slap, and knew the man had snmacked his armwi th his open hand. "This was once a nmark of
honor - "

They all wear the blue on their sword arns,
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R hoedd had said, the image of a bird..

"-but it has become hateful to us. It is a mark of lisgrace.” The warrior slapped the tattoo
again, his voice grew sharp with bitterness. "W would cut it out if we :ould.”

"No," Liewtold him "let it remain a mark of honor. For you have given up rank and esteemrat her
than serve i faithless king. Meldron nay have stolen the respect of 'your king, but you did not
allow himto steal your honor is well. For that, you are wel come here."

At Meldron's nane, the strangers murnmured in amazenent.

"Who are you, lord, that you know these things?" asked their chief, mystified.

"l amcalled Llew And the man with nme is Tegid ap Tathal, Chief Bard of Prydain."

The warriors exclaimed at this revelation. Their |eader said, "But we have heard of you!"

"W heard you were dead!" added anot her

"Not so dead as sonme would wish," Llew replied.
"It is also said you were the king of Prydain,"

the warrior asserted, making of his words a
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chal | enge.

"I was-" Llew adnmitted. "But no nore. Meidron has made certain that | can no |onger press that
claim"”

"What do you here, |ord?" another asked.

"W cane seeking refuge and will stay to build a fortress,
about making alliance with the Galanae in the south.

"Then you will require men to help you," the Rhewtani chanpion stated firmy. "W will stay, if

replied Llew, and quickly expl ai ned

you ~vill have us."

The man's words amounted to a pledge. And as he ~poke ny inner vision quickened. There was a
rustling of :lothing as the warriors rose one by one to address us. "I imDrustwn," said a | ow,
sol entm voice. | saw a thickiecked man of sonber mien, self-possessed and confident.

"I am Enyr Lydaw," said another, and in ny nind's !ye | saw a fair-haired man with a huge copper
car ynx
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slung over his shoulder on a wide brown | eather strap

"I amN all," said the third in a light voice. | saw a dark warrior with quick, clever eyes and a

nmouth ready to |augh

"I am Garanaw," the fourth man said in a voice to strike sparks fromsteel: a man of restless
vitality, w de-shouldered and strong, with red-brown hair and beard.

"I am Alun Tringad," said the fifth; his voice was lively and full-spirited. Into my nmind cane the
i mage of a lean, long-linbed man with a high, noble brow and bl ue eyes, as eager for a fight as
for amusenent.

"And | am Bran Bresal," the |leader said, pride in his nen nmaking his tone expansive. He cane
before ny inner eye as a big man with long dark hair and beard neatly braided, black hair thick on
his arms and the backs of his hands. He gazed at Liew with steady black eyes. "W beg the freedom
of your hearth, lord," he said, spreading his arns to include his men.

| stepped forward and replied, raising ny hand over ny head, "Your com ng has been foretold, and
your wel cone three times granted. May it be well to you with us, and may it be well to us with
you. May you find anmong us all you seek." | lowered ny hand. "I would summon the wel cone cup, but
there is no cup, and no ale with which to fill it."

"Your welcone is refreshnent enough to us,"” Bran Bresal said. "You will not find us burdensomne
guests. We nean to do our share-"

"More than our share!"™ one of the nen put in- Drustwn, | think

"Yes, nmore than our share,” Bran continued. "Were there is work, that is where you will find us."
"W do thank you," replied Liew. "But work can wait; rest now and take your ease. You will be
tired fromyour journey."

Bran answered, "Tired, yes, and dusty, too. A bath would be a blessing, lord."

"Then that you shall have," Llew said. "Rhoedd has soap, and he will show you where we bathe."

184

The six warriors wal ked down to the | ake with Rhoedd, |eaving Llew and me to ourselves for a tinme.
"Wel | ?" | said when they had gone. "Do you accept the truth of the prophecy now?"

"I's there nothing you do not know?" he asked.

"Answer nme," | insisted.” WII you trust the path before you?"
"That | will do, brother," Llewreplied, and added. "But | want something fromyou in return.”
"Narme the thing you desire, and I will give it if I can.”

"There is to be no nore talk of kingship."

"Llew, that is-"

"I mean it, Tegid. No nore-understand?"

| thought best to let the matter rest there for the time being and did not press it further. He
had taken the first step on the path; that was enough for now.

"Very well," | agreed. "I will speak no nore of Kkingship."

"The Ravens," Llew nuttered softly. "Wio woul d have guessed it?"

"Listen!" | said.

We paused, and the sound that had caught my carat first broken and uncertain-resolved itself into
song:

the warriors had begun to sing as they made their way down to the | ake.

"Happy shall be Caledon," | said. "The Flight of Ravens will flock to her many-shadowed gl ens-"
"And ravensong shall be her song." Liew finished the phrase. |Indeed, as they reached the | akeshore
their voices echoed strong and fine in the still evening air, filling the glen with a bold new
sound. "They sing well, these Ravens."

Liew and | joined the nen at the | ake; after they finished bathing, LlIew showed them where we

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (72 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:47 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

woul d build the fortress. They were captivated by the idea of the crannog and pl edged thensel ves

to its construction. | believe they would have begun building it right then and there if | had not
poi nted out that we had no tools with which to begin.
185

Happily, that lack did not hinder us for long. The first of Cynan's supplies arrived three days
later, led by Cynan hinself and acconpani ed by a party nunbering nore than twenty. He brought

ei ght ox-drawn wagons of tools, provisions and supplies; he also brought seven horses-five mares
and two stallions to begin a herd- and four hunting dogs with which to breed a pack. O the

wor ki ng party, eleven were builders, sonme of whom had brought their wi ves and children

"They are to stay with you here until the fortress is built,"” Cynan expl ai ned when we had fi ni shed
our greetings. "I told ny father of your plans. He called it a glorious schene-'That is a fine and
gl orious schenme!' says Cynfarch; and he has vowed to do all to sustain you until you are able to
provide for yourself. He is eager to secure your goodw Il and wi shes to establish a strong ally in

the north." He paused as Bran approached. "And it looks to ne as if that day will be soon upon
us. "

"This is Bran Bresal," Liew said, "leader of the Ravens. They are staying to help us build D nas
Dwr . "

I noticed that Llew neglected to nmention the fact that Bran and his men were Rhewtani. "Let Cynan

get to know themfirst," he explained later. "Wiy borrow trouble?" In this, | considered, Llew
showed a subtle discretion.

Cynan and Bran exchanged greetings, whereupon Cynan called for the bow, saying, "Let us drink to
new friends and gl ori ous schenes!"”

"Cynan, you are a wonder," laughed Llew. "I would gladly sumobn the wel cone bow for you, but we
have no ale, as you know. "

"Do you not?" nmused Cynan. "Howis it that | see a vat foaming at your hearth?"

The silver-torced prince had brought his own ale vat and had instructed his men to install it at
the hearth. Even as Cynan spoke, | heard the plunge of the cup as the bow was filled. "To us!"
cried Cynan, "Bdncaraid gu brdrh!"

"Sidinte ndr!" we called in answer, as the frothy bow was passed from hand to hand.
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That night we ate well and, as the fire | eaped high, | sang the Battle of the Trees: a song of
assenbly and conmon cause, a song to stir nmen to action. The next norning, work began

The buil ders assenbled their tools and supplies on the meadow above the place | had chosen in the
| ake. Liew, Cynan and | discussed our plan with the head of the workmen-a man named Derfal, who
was King Cynfarch's naster-builder. Wile we talked, his nmen cleared the ground for sone huts. The
warriors, neanwhile, were put to work felling trees for tinber- for the huts and also for boats.
We woul d require six or eight sturdy, wide-hulled craft to carry stones and tinber to the building
site in the water.

The first days saw little nore by way of activity than oxen hauling logs fromthe forest to the
meadow. Then the builders' huts were quickly raised, and the boats began to take shape. As the
finished boats took to the water, and the constructi on work began in earnest, our once-serene
forest canp became a hub of noisy bustle and cheerful turnoil.

From norning to night the forest rang with axe-blows and the | owi ng of oxen. The canp bubbled to
worren' s voi ces as they set about baking bread and roasting neat to feed the ever-fam shed workers.
The | akeshore echoed to the | aughter of children and the barking of dogs. The air shimered with
eager sound; a rainbow of joy spread over the glen. | wal ked here and there, listening to all, and
it seened to ne gl adness itself. Happy Cal edon, | thought.

Long tinber pillars were prepared, five carefully chosen oak boles, tapered and shaped, and then
five nore. Wth great heed and greater |abor, these were floated to the site in the center of the
| ake and driven into the mud of the | ake bottomso that their tops protruded above the surface.
Then the builders and their helpers plied their boats ceasel essly, ferrying endl ess | oads of stone
fromthe | akeshore to the site. The stones were tunbl ed around each of the oak pilings, securing
themin a thick bed of stone.

187

The five pilings were joined together with the five remaining | ogs, which were |ashed to the
portion of the pillar extending above the water, fornming a five-sided ring in the water. Lastly, a
solid webwork of oak branches was woven between the five sides of the ring. This became a platform
whi ch was covered first with stone and then earth. Upon this earth-covered platformthe first
round tinber dwellings would be erected.

To this crannog woul d be added anot her, and then another, and nore-until there were a score of
smal | crannogs, all joined together by bridges and wal kways, and circled about by stout tinber
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walls. No sooner was the first crannog finished than the second was begun

Al'l this took place beneath Ll ew s watchful gaze. He could always be found with the buil ders,

| aboring al ongsi de them by day, and head to head with Derfal at night, discussing the next day's
wor k. Cynan, too, enjoyed hinself enornously. |ndeed, he | ooked upon the creation of Dinas Dwm as
if it were his own undertaking. | think it was the first iinme he had had real work to do, work of
substance and inportance. Certainly, his father was an able ruler, and not the kind of nan to

pl ace overnmuch confidence in those around him Cynan could not have nany tasks of consequence to
occupy hinself in his father's house. Thus, Llew s venture became as rmuch his own, and he gave
hinmself to it as only Cynan coul d.

Maf far passed in a haze of sweat and strain. Rhylla, the Season of Seedfall, arrived as a wel cone
relief with its cooler days and nights. W ainmed to work as long as the weather held good, and
there were yet many fine days before Sollen's ice and wind woul d put an end to our activities.
Cynan, who had stayed as | ong as he could, announced his return to the south. "Harvest will begin
soon and | will be needed to collect the king's tribute,” he explained. "But | will return before
the snow with provisions enough to see you through Sollen."

"You are a friend and brother,"” Liewtold him as Cynan and his conpanions nounted to their

saddl ed

| 88

horses; Cynan was taking four warriors with him but the rest would stay. "Wait until the weather
clears to return. I amcertain we can survive until Gyd on what you brought the first tinme."

Cynan di smissed the offer without comment. "And | will bring word of the world beyond this glen of
yours," be said.

"Go then," Llewreplied, "and fare well. Return when you may."

When Cynan had gone, we wal ked down to the |lake. | heard the dull chunk of the incessant axes as
the buil ders chi pped and shaped the tinbers. | heard the slow earth-tread of the oxen as they

dragged the logs to the wood yard. | heard the splashing of the children as they played at the
wat er' s edge.

W sat on the stones anobng pi ne-scented woodshavi ngs, and considered all that had been
acconpl i shed: two crannogs finished-the first with two large dwellings and a storehouse-and a
third begun; a cattle pen on the meadow for the oxen and horses; two builders' huts for tools and
supplies, and four anple dwellings on the | akeshore. It was a good begi nni ng.

"W have done well," Llew said. "It is looking like sonething now | w sh you could see it,
Tegi d. "

"But | have seen it," | told him "I have seen it all."

"As it will be, perhaps. But-"

"Yes, as it will be-and as it is." | touched ny fingertips to ny forehead. "In the time we have
been here ny gift has been grow ng."

"Trul y?"

"It comes as it will-like the awen-1 cannot command it. Sonetinmes it comes of its own, but a word
wll often call it forth. O a sound. | never know when it will awaken. Yet each time | seemto
see nore."

Rhylla's crisp nights brought the msts fromthe | ake and sharp, gol den days set aflame by the
sun's dying light. But the shining days dw ndl ed and passed to grey, like fire to ash-like the
Samhain fire that marks the year's turning: so bright and fierce as it flares fromthe
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hilltop, holding the trouble-fraught night at bay with brave light. But the fire dwindles to grey
ash in the end- grey days of rain, endless until the creeping darkness gathers them and bears them
away.

After Samhain, | often scented winter in the air. The coats of the horses and oxen grew soft,
thick and I ong. The warriors hunted, fished, and chopped wood for the season of snhows. The wonen
preserved the meat- snoking sone and salting the rest; they baked the hard bl ack bread that woul d
keep us through the winter. The children covered their sunbrowned |inbs with warm wool | en cl oaks
and | eggi ngs. The builders rubbed grease on their tools at night and wapped themaway in the

| akeshore huts to keep them fromrusting.

We noved from our canp anong the trees to the dwellings on the | akeshore. There were fewer than

thirty of us, so the four big dwellings on the | akeshore housed us in confort. . . until the first
of the refuge-seekers arrived.

190

18

The Chal | enge
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Cynan returned the first noon after Samhain, bringing with himseven warriors and five wagons

| oaded with supplies-food grain and seed: oats, barley, and rye- and sone luxi.iries: honey, salt
and herbs, woven cloth, and tanned | eather. He al so brought new spears, and swords and shi el ds
enough for all the warriors. And, as if to make certain we would not beconme conpl acent in our
surfeit of riches, he also brought with himthirty weary Eothaeli-starving, footsore survivors of
a tribe who had resisted Meldron's denands for hostages and tribute and saw their king, warband,
and ki nsmen sl aughtered, their caer burned down around them and all their cattle driven off.

"I did not know what else to do with them" a mldly confounded Cynan expl ai ned. "They were

wandering | ost on the moors. Cold and hungry. . . bairns and all- with nowhere to go."

"You did right," Llew said.

"No weapons, no provisions-they woul d have frozen soon enough," Cynan continued. "If | had
reckoned on them | would have brought nmore grain. As it is, | cannot-"

"Never fret, brother,"” Llew assured himquickly. "It is for them and those like them that we

build Dinas Dw. Bring themin, | say."

The Eot haeli stood apart, uncertain of their reception. Llew, Cynan and | spoke to themeight men,
191

fifteen wonmen, and the rest children, several babes in arnms. Llew told themthey had nothing to
fear: they would be given food and cl othing, they would be cared for, and, if they chose to, they
could stay. Still they were reluctant to believe their good fortune.

A baby cried out-a snmall, squalling keen-and was qui ckly hushed by its nother. The sound ki ndl ed
my inner eye and | saw a bedraggl ed clunp of exhausted clansnen, wary and uneasy, fear peering out
of their dull eyes. Forenpbst anong them stood a gaunt, flint-faced man with his armwapped in a
filthy bl ood-soaked rag, who appeared to be the | eader of the group-all that was left of three
famly tribes. "It is not right that we should be treated shanefully. W are not outcasts," the
gaunt man answered, his voice swelling with indignation. "W were attacked wi thout provocation

our stronghold was destroyed, our people nurdered, and our cattle driven off. W escaped deat h- but
even death is better to us than disgrace.”

"You are wel conme here," Llewtold him "Were is the disgrace in that? Unless you believe our
hospitality beneath your dignity."

"We are Eothaeli," the man infornmed Llewicily. "W are not an uni nportant people, to be treated
no better than cattle."
Ll ew | eaned cl ose and touched ne lightly on the arm "You tell him Tegid. |I am beginning to

repeat nyself."

The Eothaeli are a self-reliant tribe. They live-or once did-in the south of Llogres, clinging
stubbornly to their rocky coasts with the tenacity of linpets. Wile they are known to be fiercely
protective of their small, tight-knit clans, they are not known to possess great wealth in gold or
cattle, nor uncommon skill in battle. What Ml dron hoped to gain by attacking them | could not
guess. A few ships, perhaps, and some skinny cows.

The Eot haeli had begun grunbling darkly anmong thenselves. | raised ny staff and struck it sharply

agai nst the ground. "Listen, slow of wit!" | declared abruptly. "Hear the Chief Bard of Prydain!"
192

That silenced them They did not dare nutter against a bard. Liew had tried reassurance; | decided
on a nore direct approach

"Shame! Are you such ill-mannered and thankl ess guests that you reject the gift of friendship

offered to you? You cone |lorn and enpty-handed to us, but we do not turn you away. The warnth of
our hearth is yours if you will accept it. Why do you stand there |ike captives of the hostage
pit?"

| raised nmy staff, pointed at the head man and demanded: "Wat is your nane?"

"lollan,"” the gaunt man replied curtly, and then clanped his nouth shut.

"Hear me then, lollan of the Eothaeli. Follow your own wi sdom W have offered you our wel cone. It
remains for you to accept it or decline. The choice is yours. If you stay, you will be treated
fairly. If you | eave, however, you go as you cane: alone and unaided."

lollan frowned but said nothing.

"Stubborn fool," Cynan whi spered.

"Leave themto think about it," Llew said, turning away.

Cynan and | followed, but we had not wal ked ten paces when the head man called out, "W accept
your offer of rest and food. W will stay-but only until we are strong enough to nove on."

Ll ew turned back. "Very well. You are free to do as you please. W make no denmands of you."

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (75 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:47 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

W led themto the neadow dwel lings then, and arranged |odging for them | thought to give thema
house of their own, but Llew advised against it. "No, let them be di spersed anbng us-they will
sooner becone a part of life here. No one should feel like a stranger in Dinas Dw."

Accordingly, we scattered the refugees anong us, neking roomfor a few of themin each house. In
one day we had doubl ed our nunber, and the four houses were no | onger as confortable as before.
But when the icy winds howed in the roof-trees at night we would be that nuch
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warner for the nearness of our comnpanions.

Soll en cane on cold and wet, but not unbearable to us. Qur houses were snug, the fires brisk and
bright. Many a night we crowded together in the |argest house and | took up ny harp and sang. |
sang the songs that have been sung since the beginning of this worlds-realm | sang the Tal e of
Rhi annon's Birds, and Mat honwy's Fountain; | sang Manawyddan and the Tyi wth Teg, and Cwn Annwn,
and the Tale of Arianrhod's Silver Weel, and many, many others. | sang the cold Sollen away, and
the days grew gradual ly | onger

By the time Gyd had coaxed the young green shoots fromthe | and, the refugees anobng us no | onger
tal ked of |eaving. They were one with us; and their defiance-born of pride and fear-had been

repl aced by an equal ly adamant resolve to shoul der the weight of work required to enlarge the
settlement. They were eager to repay the ki ndness we had shown them and their gratitude took the
form of back-breaking labor: clearing the flat valley floor for crops, rowing the endl ess
boat | oads of stone for the crannog pilings, tending the oxen and horses, chopping wood, plow ng
ground, cooking, herding, tending.

Wherever there was a task to be done, one of the Eothaeli was there to do it, cheerfully,
tirelessly, and with good grace. They worked harder than slaves. |ndeed, had we made sl aves of
them we woul d never have inposed such | abor as they undertook of thenselves.

"These people are not |ike us, Cynan," Llew declared one balny day, as he paused to | ook out over
fresh-plowed fields. "I have never seen a people so eager to weary thenselves in working. They
hunble us with their diligence."

"Then we nust work harder,” Cynan replied. "It is not fitting for the noble clans of Cal edon to be
sur passed by anyone."

Alun Tringad, standing nearby, heard this and announced |oudly, "Do not think to surpass the

Eot hael i unless you nmean to far outdistance the Rhewtani as well-and that cannot be done."
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Cynan drew hinself up to nmeet the Rhewtani bluster. "If the nen of Liogres were as hardworking as
they are boastful, | mght believe you. As it is, | have seen nothing to discourage ne."

"Have you not, Cynan Machae?" retorted Al un. "Then open your eyes, man! Did that field pl ow
itself? Did that wood chop itself? Did the logs lie down and roll thenselves to the | ake?"

"I believe | will sooner see a field plowitself, and wood chop itself, and logs |ie down and rol
themsel ves to the | ake than see a plow, or axe, or ox goad in your hand, Alan Tringad!"

O hers heard this exchange and stopped to | ook on; they |aughed out |oud at Cynan's reply. Someone
called to Alun, encouraging himto nmake Cynan swal |l ow his words.

"Brother, you have cut ne to the heart with your rash talk," Alun avowed, his tone grave with the
al | eged seriousness of his wound. "I see there is only one way to save ny honor. | will match a
day of ny work against a day of yours, and you will rue your hasty words."

"Unl ess you intend to talk me into subnission,” Cynan replied, "I will match you a day's work, and
we will see who is the better man." He turned to nme. "Tonorrow we will both plow, and chop wood,
and haul tinber. Fromsunrise to sunset we will work. And you will judge between us who has done
nore."

"I's this agreeable to you, A un?" | asked.

"More than agreeable," the light-hearted Alun replied. "If you had said seven sunrises and seven
sunsets-or even seventy-seven!-l would think it no hardship. Still, one day will be enough. For |
woul d not wish to fatigue Cynan overnuch-1 know how he treasures his repose.”

Cynan's reply was thorny sharp. "I esteem your thoughtful ness, A un Tringad, but you need have no
qual ns for ne. Though | plow ten hides of land, I will still have anple tinme to rest while you
strive to hitch the oxen!"

195

"So be it!" | shouted. "Tonmorrow we will all watch this marvel. And we shall see who is worthy to

stand besi de the Eothaeli."

That night, as we sat at our supper, wagers were laid as to which would better the other. The
Rhewt ani were loud in favor of Alan, and the Gal anae supported Cynan. Both groups clustered around
their chanpi ons, encouragi ng them w th hi gh-sounding words and | ofty praise. | noticed that,

al t hough the Eothaeli did not wager with the others, they entered into the fun all the saneg,
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lauding first Cynan and then Al an as the nood took them

Cynan and Aiimslept well that night. They awakened t he next norning at dawn and went out to the
oxpen to yoke their teans and hitch their beasts to the plow. Everyone followed, |aughing and

cal ling encouragenent to one or the other of the chosen chanpions. Children scanpered ahead,
skipping in the still, clear air, nmaking the valley echo to their happy whoops and shri eks.
Shout i ng good-nat ured derision at one another, the opponents took up their yokes and the contest
began. Cynan succeeded in getting his teamhitched before Al un had even yoked the first of his
oxen. As he led his teamfromthe pen, Cynan called over his shoulder to Alan, "Get used to seeing
the back of ne, brother. It is the only viewyou will enjoy all day!"

"Your backside is not a sight to be savored, Cynan Machae! Still, it is not a viewl wll be
seei ng- save when you bend over to kiss ny feet in surrender."

Cynan left the cattle enclosure chuckling. He led his pair of oxen to an expanse of ground that
had been cleared for plowi ng the day before; he set the blade of his plow deep in the untilled
soil and took up the willow swtch.

"H el Up! Hie!'" he cried, and | heard the snap of the willow wand, and the soft, sighing groan as

the plow carved the ground. | snelled the rich soil-scent of good black earth and heard the | ow
grunt of an ox. At this, ny
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i nner eye awoke. | saw the oxen bend their necks and | ower their heads. The pl ow shuddered

forward; Cynan, holding to the haft, forced the blade down with his weight as the oxen dragged it
over the grass. A black scar appeared ami dst the green as the iron bl ade passed.

Cynan drove a straight, deep furrowto the end of the cleared field. He turned the oxen and
started back to the cheers of the gathered throng. He finished the second furrow as Al an, having
hitched his team passed by on his way to begin plow ng. "Take your ease, friend Al an," Cynan
called, "for this field will soon be finished."

"Pl ow on, Cynan Machae," Al un replied happily. "And while you work your first field, I will finish
two nore."

Everyone | aughed, but those backi ng Cynan began pressing the others to increase their wagers.

Al an's supporters responded with defiance, and new wagers were quickly laid.

Al an reached the place where he neant to start; he set the plowshare and wal ked to the head of his
team "Beautiful beasts!" he called, Ioudly enough for all to hear. "Look at all this excellent
ground before you. Look at the fair blue sky, and the red-rising sun. It is a good day to plow
You will performwonders this day. Cone, let us show these |azy | aggards how to prepare a field!"
He then stooped and picked up a clod of dirt, crunbled it in his hands and rubbed the earth on the
snouts of the oxen. Sone of those |ooking on | aughed, and soneone cried, "Al an, do you nean them
to eat a furrow through the field?"

The cocky Raven nmade no answer, but stepped close and whispered into the ears of the oxen, then
took his place behind the plow He did not shout, or use a switch, but nerely clucked his tongue
"Tch! Tch!" he coaxed.

At this gentle command, the beasts |unbered forward. The plow snoothly sliced the earth and Al un
Tringad wal ked behi nd, clucking gently and crooning soft endearnents to his team In this way he
reached the end of the field, turned, and started back-all with nuch |ess
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effort than anyone woul d have believed. And certainly less strain than Cynan endured.

Alan's teampull ed steadily, slicing through the thick turf and | aying open one straight, deep
furrow after another. Cynan, on the other hand, westled his way to the end of another furrow,
turned his team and, with willow switch snappi ng, began struggling back. The plow in Cynan's hand
dragged and jerked as the blade struck stones; Cynan's broad shoul ders bunched and bul ged as he
battled the plow and team And it seemed to me that he pressed too hard-as if he would force the
share through the soil with his own strength-and the earth resisted.

Al an, sweetly coaxing and cajoling, seened to ease the blade through the yielding earth. Hs team
pul l ed evenly and cleanly. Little by little, they began to gain on Cynan's team

Furrow after furrow they plowed. The rich soil rolled fromthe plowshares in |ong, unbroken bl ack
curls. Birds gathered to hop anpbng the new cut ridges. The sun rose higher and the day grew bri ght
and warm Cynan saw his | ead shrinking and redoubled his efforts. He shouted and slashed with the
wi |l ow wand, driving his oxen harder and harder. The stalwart beasts |lowered their heads unti
their noses al nost touched the ground; their great nuscled bodi es heaved agai nst the wooden yoke,
hauling the unwilling plow forward.

For all his strength and struggle, Cynan could not prevent Alun's team fromdraw ng even. Step by
step, Alan's gently-persuaded pair matched Cynan's hard-striving team. . and then passed it.

Al un's supporters shouted aloud as the |ast furrow was conpleted and Al an unhitched the plow, he
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led his teamaway fromthe fresh-tilled square of earth, calling and waving cheerfully to all.
Cynan, jaw set, brow |owered, finished his field, released his team and hastened to catch Al un,
who was al ready di sappearing into the forest, axe in hand, a streamof followers trailing behind
hi m down the sl ope.
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"The only work acconplished today will be done by Cynan and Alan," | observed, as the stragglers
hurried away to join Cynan

"Gve themthe day," Llewreplied. "They have earned it." He grew reflective. "In ny world," he
said slowy, "people are granted a day of rest fromtheir | abors-one day in every seven. |In past
tinmes it was a jeal ously guarded gift, though nowit is no |onger recognized as such."

"One day in seven," | replied, considering the idea. "It is an uncomon practice, but not unknown.
There are bards who have asserted such notions fromtinme to time, and kings have so decreed for
their people.”

"Then |l et us make such a decree."

"So be it! One day in seven the people of Dinas Dwm will rest fromtheir |abors,” | agreed.
"Good, we will tell the others," Llew said. "But not yet. Let us join Cynan first, and rouse him
to victory."

Cynan had paused | ong enough to choose a good stout axe fromthe storehouse on the |akeshore. W
joined himas, ox goad in one hand and axe in the other, he drove the oxen along the | akeshore
path leading to the forest.

"Well done, Cynan," Llewtold him and could not resist adding: "Still, | thought you would fm sh
wel| ahead of Alan."
"And | thought |I would never finish at all. That was the hardest ground | have ever put plow to.

Did you see the size of those stones? Boul ders! And these oxen are the nost stubborn beasts
alivel"

"Do not worry, brother," Llew said. "You will catch himsoon enough. Alan is no match for you with
an axe!"

"Am | worried by the |ikes of Alan Tringad?" Cynan snorted. "Let himchop all he likes, | wll
dazzle him Gve himfifty strokes to one of mine, and I will still fell nore trees!"

By the time we reached the forest clearing where the workers had been cutting tinber for the
crannogs, Al an had nmanaged a fair beginning. He had one | arge pine tree
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| eani ng and about to fall. The onl ookers stood in the clearing, shouting their approval at each
stroke.

Cynan chose a likely tree, spat on his hands, took up the axe, and with easy, rhythm c stokes
began to chop. His followers called encouragenent, and the clearing soon rang with the chunk and
t hunk of axes on tall tinber and the sound of cheering voices.

Alan was first to fell his tree-nuch to the delight of the onlookers, who raised a clanor of
triunmph. He wasted not a nonent, but leapt to the task of trimm ng the upper branches of the pine.
As soon as he had the | argest |inbs cleaned away, he cut off the top of the tree and attached one
end of a chain to the log and the other end to the iron ring of the yoke~

Then, with a cluck of his tongue, he urged the oxen forward a few steps. The log rolled over, and
Alan quickly halted his team he returned to the tree and finished trimmng away the rest of the
branches. Hastening to the head of his team he began dragging the log fromthe clearing to the
accl ai m of his supporters.

"Worry not, Cynan," he called as he passed. "I will |eave you sone trees to cut-the snmall ones.™
"Take no thought for ne, Alan Tringad," Cynan replied through clenched teeth. He swing the axe
hard and the bl ade bit deep. Already there was a goodly pile of woodchips at his feet. "It is

Cynan hinself that will be awaiting you with a cup in his hand when you finish."

"Wul d you care to wager whose hand hol ds that cup, brother?" Alan paused to inquire.

Cynan swung the axe hard. Another thick chip flewfromthe cut. "People will call ne thief for
taki ng your treasure,"” he replied.

"Let themcall you what they like," Al an said. "Two gold arnbands for your silver torc-hey?"

Sone of those standing near who knew Cynan nurnured to onc another. Cynan's bl ue eyes darkened and
his snile froze. "Your gold is not worth a tenth of ny torc," he told Alan flatly.

"Three gol d arnmbands then."
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" Seven,
"Four."
"Five at least," demanded Cynan. "And two rings!"

"Done!" Alan cried, and then turned to his team "Tch! Tch!" he clucked. The oxen | urched forward,

Cynan countered, noustache tw tching

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (78 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:47 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

dragging the log with them

Cynan returned to his work, and if he had | abored with determ nation, now he toiled with a
vengeance-as well he would. H's face flared and seened to set his red hair alight; he bristled
head to toe

"I fear Alan has sealed his fate," observed Llew at this exchange. "Cynan ni ght have allowed Al an
to better him but he will never let that torc go."

To the sound of Cynan's ringing axe, Liewtold me how he and Cynan had becone friends at Scatha's

school for warriors. "It only happened at all because of that torc," Llew said. "He valued it
hi gher than his life then, and but little lower now, | think." He chuckled at the nmenory. "He was
unbear abl e! Haughty, ponpous... | tell you the truth, Tegid, the sun never set on his vanity."

There canme a loud crack and a long, low groan as the tree tilted and then crashed to the ground.
Cynan was on it instantly, chopping away the |inbs and branches. As his supporters shouted

encour agenent, he hitched the oxen to the trunk, rolled it, and fmished cleaning the |og, cutting
off the treetop even as the oxen began dragging it away.

Alun returned to the clearing while Cynan was away and began choppi ng at another tree. But very
soon the sound of Alun's axe was joined by that of Cynan, who had returned to the clearing on the
run. Alan did not know the tenpest he had | oosed, but he was soon to | earn. For the next tree to
fall was Cynan's; he had cleaned the bole and topped it before Alan had felled his.

Those supporting Cynan rai sed a happy shout as the | og was dragged away. Al an's supporters began
exhorting their chanpion to speed, and the rhythm of Al an's axe qui ckened accordingly. The tree
groaned under his blade and then fell. Soon he had cl eaned and topped it, and the

201

oxen were slowy dragging the | og away.

The contest settled into an earnest pattern. First one and then the other felled, cleaned, topped
and dragged a log fromthe clearing down to the | akeside-stopping only to swallow a few nouthfuls
of water before hurrying on. The sun rose higher, spilling light over the treetops and into the
clearing. The two rivals, dripping sweat fromtheir exertion, stripped off their siarcs and hewed
at the trees, standing to their work like the stalwart warriors they were. Cynan's torc flashed at
his throat; the blue raven on Alan's arm appeared to soar as the nuscles flexed beneath the flesh
Wagers were doubled and then tripled-first one way and then the other, as first one chall enger and
then the other appeared to take the |ead. Even the Eothaeli were drawn into the wagering this
time, joining in the revel. Llewleft nmy side to join the noisy onlookers, and | withdrewa little
apart to sit on a pile of woodchips. | stretched my feet before nme and | eaned ny back agai nst a

st unp.

The forest clearing rang to the cheers of the crowd. Cheers becane chants, as the people thrilled
to the efforts of their chosen chanpions. The shouts of the people filled ny ears, grow ng |oud
inside ny head like the cries of a conquering warband. And in nmy nind's eye | saw Dinas Dwm, solid
and strong, floating on the shining surface of the lake. | sawrich fields spreading across the
vall ey, and wide hunting runs in the forests on the surrounding slopes of DruimVran. | saw a
courageous people rising up to claima place anong the great and powerful of this worlds-realm

I roused nyself fromthese nusings to find nmyself alone. Sunlight no | onger warnmed the skin-the
clearing was in shadow. | could hear, in the near distance, the voices of the people streaning
down the hillside, follow ng Alun and Cynan as they drove their ox-teans to the | akeshore where

the I ogs they had cut were stacked. | nmade to rise, and felt someone grip my armand pull nme to ny
feet.
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L

"I thought you had gone," Llew said. "Have you been asl eep?”

"No," | replied. "But | have been dream ng."

"Well, come. The sun will set soon, and the w nner

will be declared. W do not want to miss that."

We hastened along the path to the | akesi de where everyone had gathered to await the decision. Bran
Bresal had taken it upon hinmself to address the crowd. "The trial undertaken this day was
threefol d: plowi ng, cutting wood, and hauling tinber. Fromsunrise to sunset the trial was
performed-" He paused as we cane near to join the eager onl ookers, and nade to step aside for

Li ew.

"Pl ease continue," Liewtold himamably. "You

have made a good begi nni ng.

But Bran woul d not, saying, "Lord, it is for you to

judge between them That is the agreenent."
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"Very well." Llew took his place, clinbing up on the stack of |logs. "The sun is going down; the
work is ended,"” he said, his voice lifted in the dusk. "Two fields were plowed with an equa
nunber of furrows each. Therefore, | judge the plowing to have been equal and even.”

"Even!" Cynan shouted. "My field was all roots and

rocks!" he cried in protest. "It was nmuch the nore difficult. The decision should go to ne!"

"l began last, but finished first," countered Al an

Tringad. "My field was just as difficult as his. The decision should go to ne!"

The two men's supporters also raised their voices in protest. But Llew held firm "The trial
entails the anount of |abor performed-not its difficulty. The nunber of furrows is equal between
them therefore the | abor was equal. We nust | ook el sewhere for a way to settle the matter."
"Count the logs!" soneone shouted. |mmediately,

the crowd took up the call: "The | ogs! The | ogs! The |ogs!"

Gradual ly, the call subsided. "Very well," Liew said,

"the logs will decide the issue. Bran, you will count them"
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Bran stepped to Cynan's logstack first, and began to count al oud, touching each log with his hand
as he called out the nunber: "One. . .two. . .three.. .four.. .five.. ." The throng, silent,

wat ched with bated breath as the total was tallied. "...nine.. .ten. . .eleven... Twelve! Cynan

Machae has felled and stacked twel ve trees!”
Instantly, Cynan's supporters gave out a great roar of approval. Cynan shouted something to Al an

but the words were |ost am dst the noise. Llew, still standing on the stack of |ogs, notioned for
silence. Wen the crowd grew still once nore, he said, "Twelve | ogs for Cynan. Now we will count
the tinber in Alan's stack."

Bran noved to the second heap of logs. "One. . .two. . ." he began.

But how many | ogs Alan had felled was not discovered, for even as Bran stooped to the counti ng,
there came the dreadful sound of the carynx-a long, |loud blast of the battlehorn, falling fromthe
ridgetop like the bellow of a mad bull, resounding across the | ake and bl aring through the glen
204

19

I nvasi on

We turned as one to the ridgeway. The battl ehorn sounded again, coursing through the hushed valley
like a shiver of fear. At once ny inward sight kindled to the inmage of a fiery sky, red and gold
with the setting sun, and a battl ehost emerging fromthe forest-sone af oot and sone on horseback:
a hundred strong with weapons drawn. | saw their shields glint in the dying light. | saw their

|l eader riding at the head of his warriors, surrounded by a nounted bodyguard.

LI ew commanded the warriors to their weapons, and everyone else to flee to the crannogs. Although
there were yet no tinber walls, the people would be safer on the islands than in the houses on the
shore. The Ravens flew to armthensel ves fromthe huts, and everyone el se surged towards the | ake.
Cynan ordered his warriors to bring horses, and three heartbeats later all was confusion as
warriors rushed here and there, gathering spears and swords and throwi ng halters on horses. Mn
ran to | aunch the boats and women scurried, clutching babies; children bawl ed, and boats slid into
t he water.

"W will nmeet them on the nmeadow " Cynan called, |eaping into the saddle.

"Where the streamcrosses the glen," Llew answered. "That will give people tinme to reach the
stronghol d. "

Gar anaw brought a sword to Ll ew and began strapping itto his hip. Llew sent himon his way.
"Twenty
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agai nst a hundred," Liew said as | joined him "Wat do you think of our chances, Tegid?"

"I think it would be wise to wait and see who these nmen are and why they have cone here,"

replied.

He stopped jerking at the |eather strap. "Wat have you seen?"

"Only what you have seen: warriors riding into our settlenment. But they announce their coming with
the carynx," | pointed out. "A strange thing to do when surprise would assure an easy defeat."
Liew returned to worrying the strap with his good hand. "It is nmeant to frighten us. They woul d
rather we surrendered w thout a fight."

"Perhaps they nmean to warn us instead."
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Cynan returned for a fmal word. "It is a challenge- not a warning," he advised. "Take the battle
to them | say, before they have a chance to surround us."

"Fight or talk, it is for you to decide."

Li ew hesitated, weighing the consequences of his decision. Cynan shifted uneasily. "W nust take
the fight to them" he insisted. "W are sorely outnunbered. W cannot allow themto surround us."
"Wl | ? What will you do?" | asked.

"Cynan is right. They conme with swords drawn. We nust neet them"

"Yes!" replied Cynan. He jerked the reins hard. "H e!" He kicked his heels against his nount's
flanks. The horse gal |l oped away.

Rhoedd came running, leading a roan stallion. He gave the reins into Llew s hand, cupped his hands
for Llew s foot and boosted himinto the saddle; next he held up a shield which LI ew took upon his
stunmped arm lastly he gave Llew a stout-halted spear

Bran Bresal, astride a spirited yellow nare, approached. "WII| you ride with us, Lord LIew?"
"Towill."

The battl ehorn sounded its bull roar across the neadow. The horses stanped, tossing their heads
and jigging sideways on the strand.
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"Uphol d us, Tegid," Liew said.

| raised my staff to him "My your bl ade be sw ft

and light. May your spear fly true."

Bran wheel ed his horse; Liew urged his nmount on and the two gall oped away. | wal ked the shore to
the place where the | ast people waited for the boats to return and take themto safety.
| heard rapid footsteps on the rocky strand and turned as Rhoedd, spear in hand, joined ne. "I am

to remain with you," he nuttered, betraying his disappointnment at having to stay behind and | ook
alter a blind bard.

"Fret not, Rhoedd," | said, seeking to soothe. "W

will stay here where we can see what is happening.”

He regarded ne strangely. But | did not care to explain to himabout ny inner sight. The boats
returned for the |last of the passengers then, and one of the nmen called to us to hurry.

"Tell themto go on. We are staying."

Rhoedd waved them away, telling themthat we

woul d remain on the shore. Then he rejoined ne, saying, "Wat will you do, lord?"

"Follow me." Taking ny staff, | turned ny back to the | ake and began wal ki ng t owards the nmeadow.
Rhoedd wal ked at ny right hand, casting furtive sidelong glances at nme as he tried to di scover how
it was that | could see

Li ew, Bran and the Ravens advanced towards Drui m Vran across the meadow. Cynan and the Gal anae
war band advanced a little south of the Raven Flight. The invaders made for the stream They
advanced slowy, mounted warriors at the fore, weapons at the ready. The | ast of them had cleared
the forest.

"I make it two fifties and ten,” | said.

Rhoedd nmade a rapid estimation. "Yes," he replied,

gl anci ng at ne again.

The yellow glint of sunlight on netal flashed in ny

nmnd s eye, and the carynx sounded once nore: |oud as thunder, raw as a wound.

The foemen rushed forward with a shout. The horses
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drove across the streamand into the neadow, their hooves pounding the earth Iike a hollow drum
The Ravens | ashed their horses to speed. They charged headl ong towards the invaders. Flying as
one, and Liew with them they swooped over the fresh-plowed ground, dirt thrown high fromthe
horses' hooves. The swi ftness of their charge stole the breath away. Like a well-thrown spear they
flew, straight and true.

The onrushing eneny gathered itself, like a nmuscle contracting, bracing for the inpact. Spears
pricked sharp, gleam ng deadly and cruel

| halted, waiting for the clash

At the last instant, Bran swerved the Ravens aside:

away from those who now braced to receive them and towards a new target. The advanci ng eneny saw
the Ravens suddenly swing onto a new course and knew that death had caught them for there was no
time to prepare to neet the charge.

There canme a keening scream |like that of an eagle diving to the kill. | wondered at the uncanny
sound:

sharp as a honed bl ade, piercing the ear and the heart. It was Bran and his warriors, their voices
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lifted in the terrible war cry of the Ravens.

The advancing line faltered. The invaders scattered. Horses stunbled, throw ng their hapless
riders. Footmen threw thenselves to the ground to escape the onrushi ng hooves.

The center of the eneny line nelted away before the Flight of Ravens. Cynan, who had begun his
charge, saw the breech and ained for it. Men who had barely escaped the Ravens now behel d anot her
terror speeding towards them

The footnmen turned and ran back across the stream

The mounted warriors deternined to stand their ground.

They wheel ed their horses and | evelled their spears.

They met. The ground seened to trenble. | heard a

crack like a tree-trunk splitting.

The eneny di sappeared. The force of Cynan's
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charge swept them away.

"Hoo! Hoo!" Rhoedd cried, lofting his spear. "That has done it!"

The Raven's charge had been a knife-slash, Cynan's a spear-thrust conpleting the severing cut.
Wth the center of their line gutted, the eneny battlechief sounded the retreat. They nust regroup
if they hoped to unite the two hal ves of the line.

But Bran had no intention of allowing themto reformthe Iine. For even as the battlehorn bell owed
out its signal, he was circling behind the eneny. Thus they turned to fnd thensel ves facing the
swi ft-striking Ravens once nore.

Those who stood agai nst them were cut down. Those who ran fell beneath the hooves. The eneny
advance halted as the line collapsed, its center shattered. Foenen fled across the stream running

for the shelter of the forest. The eneny battlechief strove to turn the rout. | saw hi mordering
his warband, vainly trying to gather them as the Ravens prepared for another strike.
The carynx sounded once and again. But it was Cynan who answered the call. The flame-haired

firebrand levelled his spear and the Gal anae warriors surged forward like a storm cloaks flying,

shi el ds fl ashi ng.

| saw a lone figure ride out fromthe shelter of the wood on a piebald horse. My heart thudded in

my chest like a clenched fist.

A groan escaped ny lips. | staggered and clutched ny staff to keep fromfalling. Rhoedd grasped ny
armto steady me. "What is it? Are you ill?"

"Stop it!"

"What ?"

| seized Rhoedd by the arm "W nust stop it!"

"Stop it-the battle?" he wondered, as | began running towards the stream "Wait!"

| stunbled as | reached the plowed ground; | could not run fast enough. | shouted as |I ran. "Hold!
Hol d! Liew Hold!"
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Per haps the sight of a blind bard dashing nadly. across the field, floundering across the furrows,
caught soneone's notice. | do not know But | heard a shout and Llew turned in the saddle; he did
not see ne, but his eyes scanned the neadow.

"Liew" | cried.

He saw nme running towards him call ed sonething over his shoulder to Bran. | drew a deep breath
and shouted with all ny night: "Cal bha!"

I think he heard me, for he halted and made to turn aside. "It is Calbha!" | shouted, pointing at
the lone rider with ny staff. "Cal bha!" | began runni ng agai n.

"What is it?" Rhoedd called after ne.

"A mistake!" | cried, and together we raced for the stream

A few swift steps carried us across the water. As we clanbered onto dry |Iand on the other side,
heard the | ong, shinmering blast of Emyr's carynx. Another blast halted the Ravens, who renai ned
poi sed for the attack.

Li ew gal l oped to neet ne. "Tegid!" he shouted. ~ "Are you certain?"

"It is Calbha!" | told him pointing at the approaching rider with ny staff. "H s horse! Look at
his horse! You have attacked a friend!"

He swivelled in the saddl e and | ooked where | pointed. "C anna na ci/" he cried. "Wat is he doing
her e?"

"Stop, Cynan!"

Liew jerked the reins so hard his horse reared and nearly fell backward as it wheel ed. Liew

sl apped the beast across the withers and sped to head off Cynan's charge. Bran rode to neet him as
he passed. Llew paused in his flight |ong enough to shout a word to the battlechief and then urged
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his nount to speed again. Bran shouted to Enyr, who began blowi ng the battlehorn for all he was

wor t h.

I | ooked to where Cynan's warband was charging after the fleeing enenmy. | glinpsed a flash of red

hair and nmy inner vision dissolved into darkness. | was abruptly
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blind once nore. "Rhoedd!" | shouted. "Were are you?"

"Here, Lord," came the reply cl ose behind ne.

"Rhoedd, | cannot see! Look and tell ne what is happening."

"But, | thought-"

"Tell me, man! \Wat is happening?' He hesitated. "lIs Cynan still advanci ng?"

"Yes, lord, still advancing. No-wait! They are stopping!"

"Describe it, Rhoedd. Tell me everything-as you did before."

"Cynan has raised hinself in the saddle; he turns this way and that. He is shouting sonething;

see his mouth nove. He seens to be ordering the warband. They are listening to him . . and now.
Lord Cynan is noving forward alone. He is riding to neet Liew, | think-yes."

"What of the eneny rider? The one on the piebald stallion-what is he doing?"

"He has stopped. He sits his horse, waiting."

"What does he | ook |ike? Can you see?"

"No, lord, he is too far away."

"What el se?"

"Now Li ew and Cynan are com ng together. Llew is making the sign of peace with his hand-he is

signalling to his warband. The Gal anae are halting, and Cynan is riding to neet Liew"

"What of Bran?"

"The Ravens are turning aside," Rhoedd answered after a moment. "They are riding to the fallen on

the battl eground." He turned back to Llew and Cynan. "The |ords have reached the place where the

stranger waits.

"Take me to them" | commanded, clutching his sleeve. "Lead nme! Hurry!"

Rhoedd strode ahead and | held tight to his siarc. "They are riding to neet the stranger. Cynan

carries his Spear upright. The stranger waits for them"

The ground sl oped upward, clinbing to the ridge. Rhoedd paused. "An eneny warrior, fallen." He

st ooped
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to the body. "He is dead, lord."

We hurried on. | urged nmy guide to continue his description. "They are nmet. It seens that they are

speaki ng to one anot her.

"Yes?... Rhoedd?" He stopped in his tracks. "What is happening? Tell me-
"I do not believe it, lord bard," he replied, his voice sharp with disbelief.
" Speak, man! What has happened?”
"The two of themthey are.. . they-'
"Yes? Yes?"

"They extend their arns-they are enbracing!"

Rel i ef uncl enched nmy heart. "Come, Rhoedd. Hurry."

Ll ew and the stranger had di snrounted and were tal king together when we reached the place. "Here,
Tegid," Liew called, guiding me to him | stepped towards the sound of his voice, and felt his
stunmp brush ny arm at the el bow.

"Hail, Calbha,"” | said. "If we had but known it was you, we would have spared you a fight-and the
lives of good nen."

"Your words are bitter to ne, Tegid Tathal -not the | ess because they are true. | own the bl aneg;
the bl ood debt is mne alone." H's renorse was genui ne; he stood before us a stricken man. "I am
sorry. Although |I ama king without a realmor riches, on ny honor, | wll make redress by

what ever neans you deem acceptable.”

"Cal bha," Llew said, "do not speak of redress. W have suffered no lasting hurt today."

Cynan spoke up. "W lost not a single nan-none injured, even."

"Look to the solace of your people,"” Llewtold him "You have borne the |loss, and we are sorry for
our part init."

he spluttered.

"Lord Cal bha," | said, "you are a very long way from hone."

"I have no honme," he nuttered darkly. "I have no
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| ands, no realm no kingdom M l|ands are stolen, ny realmis forfeit, ny people driven out." He
paused, his voice cracking like a riven oak. "My queen.. . ny wife is dead."”

"Meidron attacked him" LIew explained, although | had al ready guessed what nust have happened
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"Yes, Meidron attacked ne-as he has attacked everyone else in Liogres," the Cruin king expl ai ned.
"We held out as long as we could, but his forces are better arned and their nunbers greater. Many
have joined him Those he has not put to the sword have alliances forced upon them W resisted
for atime, but it was useless."
"How did you know to cone here?" | asked
"We heard there was safe haven in the north, in Cal edon.”
"Then why did you cone with the sword, man?" Cynan baw ed in exasperation. "M anam”
Cal bha's answer was a groan. "Ahh. . . | was afraid.. . | acted rashly."
"Stupidly!" Rhoedd whi spered. He had taken his place beside ne.
Bran joined us then, and LI ew acknowl edged him "Ei ght dead," the battlechief reported. "Six
wounded- they are receiving aid now "
"The bl ood debt is mine alone," Cal bha nuttered. "I am ashaned."
"How many are with you?" Llew asked
"Three hundred-not counting children."
"Three hundred!" Rhoedd repeated, astonished.
"Are they with you now?" asked LI ew.
"Yes," Cal bha answered. "They are waiting in the forest."
"Gather themand bring themto the |ake. W will receive themthere."
"What are we going to do with so many?" Rhoedd Wndered al oud. "Three hundred-"
"Not Cruin only," Cal bha hastened to add. "W net others on the way: Addani and Mereridi. They
wer e
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without a lord and had no protection. There are also Mawthoni, Catrini, and Neifioni wandering in
the hills. . . we have seen them" He fell silent as the enornmity of the calamity engul fed him
"Al'l of Liogres is in upheaval-no man's hearth remains secure."

The Banfaith's prophecy came to mind: "Liogres shall be without a lord," | nused to nyself.

"Mark me well." Cal bha spoke in sonber tone. "Wen Midron has finished with Liogres, he will turn
to Cal edon. There is no end to his battle-lust. He nmeans to rule all Al bion."

So saying, the Cruin king renounted his horse and returned to the forest to summon his people. And
the invasion of Dinas Dw began
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G eat Hound of Havoc

Cal bha di sappeared into the forest, and we returned to the |lake to await the people's arrival

Soon they were streamng fromanong the trees. They came by scores; tribes and clans and fanilies,
survivors of Meldron's wanton depredations. Weary, travel-worn, exhausted, they cane, draggi ng
thensel ves miserably fromhiding. But the setting sun |lit their haggard faces and filled their
eyes with light.

"Rhoedd is right," Bran renmarked, watching the

streams of refugees mngle to becone a flood. "There are

too many. How will we feed then?"

"The forest is full of gane," Liew observed,
the lake is full of fish. W will survive."
Cynan was not so certain. "They cannot stay here," he
conpl ai ned. "No-let ne speak. | have been thinking, and

it is clear that we do not have the nmeans to support them™

and

"l have already told Cal bha that they can stay," Llew

replied.

"Clanna na cii," grunbled Cynan. "A day-two at nost. Then they nust nove on. | do not like to say
this, brother, but I will, because soneone must: |audable your generosity nmay be, but it is also
f ool hardy. "

"Fi ni shed?"

"Man, | amtelling you, if they stay we will starve

It is as sinple as that."

"And if we starve," Llewsaid firmy, "we will all
starve together. Yes?"
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Cynan drew breath to speak. | could not see him but | inmagined himshaking his head, or running
his big hands through his wild red hair in irritation
"It will be well, brother,” Llewtold him | heard the light clap of a hand on a shoulder. "This

is why we have established this place. Three hundred! Think of all the work we can do with so many
pai rs of hands. Wy, Dinas Dm wll rise overnight!"

"I'f it does not sink under its own weight first," Cynan muttered.

Later, when we had settled the newconers for the night-they were ranged in a score of canps al ong
the | akeshore-we sat with a grimy silent Cal bha and his bleak battl echi efs around the hearth on
the crannog. W had retreated there to confer in peace without fear of being overheard. W ate
bread and neat, and passed the cups fromhand to hand while we waited for Calbha to tell us the
thing we nbst wanted to hear-that which pierced himto the marrow to say.

The cup worked its quiet way, and at |ast Cal bha's tongue was | oosened. He began to speak nore
easily, and we to edge himcloser to the matter at hand.

"Mel dron has slaughtered the bards of Cal edon and Llogres,"” | said. "In this he has surpassed even
Lord Nudd, who slew only those of Prydain."

"He neant to kill us as well," Liew added. "As it is, | lost a hand to him and Tegid lost his
eyes."

"Meldron is mad," groaned Cal bha. "He seizes the land and steals the cattle; what he cannot carry
of f, he burns. He cuts a wide swathe of destruction, |eaving only ashes in his wake. | have seen
the heads of warriors piled high as ny chin, and hands heaped high as ny belt. | have seen

children with their tongues cut out.
that they should be treated so?"
There was no answer to be nmade, and we offered none, but sipped our beer and listened to the soft
flutter of the flanmes before us. "Tell us what happened,"” Liew said gently.
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Cal bha took a last swallow fromthe cup, w ped his nmoustache on the sleeve of his siarc, and

." He grew angry, and demanded: "What was their offense

began. "They came at us without warning. | had men riding the circuit of the Iand, but they were
killed, I think; none of themever returned. | had posted sentries. On the day you left us, |
establ i shed a perpetual watch, or they would have overwhelnmed us. As it is, | wish | had |istened

to you-if we had ridden agai nst Meldron, as you suggested, we night have put an end to himbefore
he grew so strong."

"How many warriors rode in his warband?" asked Bran

"There were two hundred on horses, and three hundred on foot." Cal bha paused and, in a voice

spi ked with rancor, added, "Mst of the horsenen were Rhewtani. They and their |ord rode under
Mel dron's command. | am sorry, but you asked.™

"Where injustice is great," Bran replied, "all nmen nust shoul der a portion of dishonor. | know
wel | the burden | bear."

One of Calbha's lords said, "But do you know what it isto see your son battered to death beneath
t he hooves of chargi ng Rhewtani warriors?" The man's voice was a wound, ragged and bl oody.

"l amsorry,” Bran Bresal said gently.

"We are all sorry," Calbha grun'ibled. He drank again, and then conti nued.

"W defended the gate and wal Il s through the day-1 was not fool enough to neet them on the

battl eground. They had the strength of nunbers and | knew we had no hope agai nst themon the
field. But | thought we night hold themoff. Qur |osses were light, we were well supplied, and
they could not breach the walls no matter how many horses they had.

"We resisted this way for three days, and could have held out far |onger. But Ml dron attacked
sonme of the smaller holdings and nade the people prisoners. He brought these hostages to Bl ar

Cadlys and began killing them before the gates. Even so, he was not content to nurder them
outright."
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H s voice becane a croak. "He caused iron axle rods to be heated to glowing heat in a great fire.
He took the fiery rods and extinguished themin the flesh of the captives. Some he pierced through
the throat; sone through the belly. The screans.. . the screans... Do you know what it is to die
this way? Have you any idea what it sounds |ike?"

"What did you do then?" Llew asked gently.

"What could I do?" the Cruin king asked. "I could not allow my people to suffer so. | ordered the
attack. We might all be killed-I knew and rued it well-but we would go down fighting."

Cynan commended the decision. "Better to die with honor like nen, rather than all ow yourselves to
be slaughtered |ike beasts."

"No beast was ever slaughtered so shanefully," Cal bha declared. "And do not think he was content
to torture nmen al one. Wonen and children suffered, too."
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"What did you do?" Llew asked.

"We attacked," spat one of Cal bha's bauiechiefs. "Mdor Gi cut us down |like saplings."

"Mbr Cu?" Liew nused. "Wiy do you call him G eat Hound?"

"This Meidron is like a mad dog," the man replied, "running over the |land, devouring all in his
pat h-a great hound of havoc."

"Qur | osses were heavy," Calbha told us. "W could not stand agai nst themthere were too nany and
they meant to destroy us."

"How di d you escape?”

"Dusk came upon us; it grew too dark to fight. That was a nmercy. So | gathered all who could wal k
or ride and, under cover of darkness, we fled." Cal bha paused; he was straining to keep his voice
steady. "The Great Hound woul d not even allow us the dishonor of our escape. He pursued us through
the night, hunting us by torchlight. They rode us down like aninmals and killed any who fell: the
fortunate ones they stabbed with spears; the unfortunate were torn apart by dogs."
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Cal bha's voice had shrunk to a dry whisper. "My wife, nmy best beloved. . . she was not one of the
fortunate.”

The wind stirred on the lake. | heard the wavel ets | apping at the tinbers of the crannog. My heart
was heavy with grief for Calbha's woe; it felt like a stone in ny chest.

It was long before the Cruin king spoke again. "I do not know how anyone endured the night," he

sai d, recovering some of his conposure. "But by daybreak we straggl ed together and found that the
G eat Hound no | onger pursued us. If he had not broken off pursuit, none of us would have
survived." He swal | owed hard.

"You cane north," Liew said, to keep himtalking.

"We canme north. There was no safe place in Liogres any nore. But | thought if we could |ose
ourselves in the enpty hills of Cal edon, we might escape. W travelled by night to avoid Meldron's
scouts; we did this for many nights until we were well into Cal edon. And by then we had found
others-clans and tribes who had either escaped or had taken to the hills and glens rather than
wait to be attacked and driven out."

When Cal bha paused again, Llew asked, "How did you know to cone here?"

"The Catrini and sone of the others had heard of a place in the north of Cal edon where we m ght
find refuge. W planned to search for it."

"Man, then why did you attack us?" Cynan denmanded. There was some resentment in the question, but

more curiosity. "If it was refuge you sought, you have a strange way of seeking it."

Cal bha's battl echiefs growl ed their disapproval of the question, considering it an affront to
their king's dignity and respect. But Cal bha silenced themwith a word. "It was ny m stake, and
rue it," he said. "I have dishonored nyself and ny people. Long will | bear the shane." He

strai ghtened; his voice becanme grave. "I clai mnaud of you."

The cl ai m of naud was the nost serious appeal for
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pardon and absol ution that could be nmade, and only a king could grant it. Liew answered himwth
appropriate delicacy. "I hear your claimand would freely grant it, but | amnot a king that you

shoul d seek naud of ne. It was a m stake, brother. No one here condemms you."
"“Men of my clan-my kinsnen!-lie cold beneath the turf tonight!" Cal bha snapped. "The bl ood of
t hose good nen condenmms ne."

"Lord Cal bha," | said, "we promi sed peace to you and offered war instead. It is no |ess our

m stake, and no less our failing."

The Cruin king took his tinme answering. "Thank you, Tegid Tathal," he said at last, "but | know
what | did. | saw the settlenent here and | saw the horses, and | grew fearful of our reception. |
was afraid and | attacked in fear. Nothing you say can change that." He paused, and added, "I | ost
hope. "

"You are here now," Llew said. "It is over."

"It is over," Cal bha agreed mournfully. "I amno |onger worthy to be king."

"Say not so, lord!" wailed one of the Cruin chieftains. "Wo else could have led us to safety?"
"Any coward woul d have served you there, Teirtu," Cal bha answered.

"You are no coward, lord," the man decl ared.

"W are all cowards, Teirtu," Cal bha answered softly, "else Meldron could never have grown so
strong. We gave himthrough fear what we should have protected through courage."

We sl ept under the stars that night-and for a good many ni ghts thereafter. W were a long tine
bui | di ng enough shelter for our growing clan. And we would grow. As Cal bha had warned, there were
honel ess tribes wandering the hills. Albion was in fernent; nen were noving on the |and, seeking
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saf ety and sol ace. The clans of southern Cal edon and Liogres were as sheep driven before the
ravening Hound. | little doubted they would find their way to Dinas Dm, the safe haven of the
nort h.
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L

Al that long Maffar, Season of Sun, they cane. The Mawrthoni, Catrini, and Neifioni that Cal bha
had seen were first. OQhers foll owed: Dencani, Saranae, and Vynii fromthe southeast; Ffotlae and
Marcanti fromthe fertile midlands; luchari fromthe eastern coast; and Goi bnui, Taol entani, and
G rixeni fromthe high hills of northern LI ogres.

We questioned every tribe and clan that cane to us, and listened to their nmournful tales. Each
tale was the sanme: Meidron, G eat Hound of Havoc, raged through the |Iand w th nurderous intent.
Deat h and destruction rode with him and desol ation followed in his wake.

Many told us that they had heard of our northern refuge. When we asked them how t hey knew where to
find us, all said that soneone else had told them Wrd spread on the wind, it seenmed; nen noving
t hrough the land heard the word and foll owed. W held council anmpbng ourselves to deterni ne what we
should do, for it seened only a matter of time before word reached Meidron and he rode to destroy
us.

"We cannot hide fromhimforever," Cynan said. "He will ride against us. But if we establish a
line of beacons along the ridge, we can at |east be forewarned of his approach.”

This we did.

But in the end it was not a beacon fire which warned us of Meidron's progress. The alert cane from
the tribal remant of a small clan on the eastern coast, five brothers and their dying nother, who
brought news of ships full of warriors bound for Ynys Sci
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Assault on Sci

Wth nmy inner eye | saw them three thirties of warriors, standing on the strand, watching the
ships glide into the bay. A nenacing line of dark clouds swept in low fromthe east; the w nd

whi pped our cloaks. But the sheltered bay remai ned snmooth as nolten lead. | turned sightless eyes
to the sky and saw a cl ear expanse of blue still gleam ng above. | snelled rain on the air, and
beyond the bay | heard the surge of waves on the rocky coastline.

Four ships, square-rigged and stout-nasted, sailed nearer. The blood-red sails bellied in the w nd
as the lowriding vessels flew before the approaching tenpest. Qur horses, sensing the nearness of
the storm jerked and jigged, tossing their heads and hoofing the sand. Two nmen and four boys
woul d herd them back to Dinas Dw where Lord Cal bha waited. We could not use horses where we were
going, and, if we failed, Cal bha would need them

It was the evening of the third day since leaving Dinas Dw. And the ships had sailed from

sout hern Cal edon to neet us.

"Three days' ride along the ridge will bring you to the coast here," Cynan had said, tapping the
ground with a stick where he had scratched a few instructive lines. "This is where the ships wll
meet you." He tapped the ground again. "Four ships is all we have,"” he added, as if in warning.
"Four is enough," stated Llew firmy
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"W will not be able to take the horses."
"Horses would be no use to us," replied Llew
"We are a small force against Meidron's host,’

Bran pointed out. "He has five hundred nmen at | east-

"If our observers are to be believed," said Cal bha sceptically. "They could not agree how nany
ships they saw. "

"Let Meldron take as many as he can haul with him" Llewreplied with sone force. "W cannot take
nore men than we have."

"But if they join battle with us on the field-" Cal bha persisted. The king was protesting because
it had been decided that he should stay behind to | ook after the people of D nas Dw.

LI ew shook his head gently. "One day we will neet Meldron on the battlefield-and then we will want
to match his forces. But not now. Superior nunbers wll avail Meldron nothing, nor would they help
us." He rose, brushing dirt fromhis hands. "You will have your day of retribution, Calbha."

Thus the war council ended.
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Cynan had departed i mediately with four warriors, hastening to Dun Cruach in the south to fetch
his father's ships. W spent the next days readyi ng weapons and horses for the journey to the
coast, waiting for the day of our departure, and salving Lord Cal bha's bruised pride at not being
i ncl uded anong the war band.

Three days later we set out at dawn, riding beside the |long, glass-snooth |ake through the silent
gl en. The thick-veil ed darkness of mny blindness was-occasionally, and wi thout warning-illuni ned by
bl azi ng i mages of the world around me: nmen and horses noving through deep green vall eys.

silvery mist flowing down the slopes fromthe high ridgeway. . . sunlight bright on gl eani ng
metal.. . red-cloaked warriors bearing round white shields. . . blue | ake sparkling and bl uer sky
flecked with grey. . . twilight stealing swarthy across the sky vault, and stars burning |ike
canpfires on a vast darksone plain..

And | heard the keening cry of eagles soaring on the
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wind. | heard the soft plod of the horses' hooves on the track, and the light jingle of halter and
tack. | heard the easy banter of the nmen, arm ng thenselves with good hunor for the confrontation
ahead.

It was a risky plan-as any plan was destined to be, considering our woefully inferior position.
Surprise was our sole advantage. Never again could we count on catching Meldron this way, not

| east because it would alert himto the fact that Liew and | were yet alive to trouble him W had
one chance, and one chance only. But perhaps, if all went well, one would be enough

Li ew knew the island well. His six years under Scatha's tutelage had prepared himfor this
undert aki ng. He knew where our ships could approach w thout being seen; he knew which hills and
val | eys woul d provide protection; he knew how the caer could be attacked to maxi mumeffect. Qur
pl an hung on Liew s intinate know edge of Sci. And Cynan knew the island al nost as well.

As we nade our way along the ridge, | tried-as | had tried nmany times before-to see ahead a
little, to draw aside the veil of the future for a glinpse of what we m ght expect when we
encountered Meldron. But nothing came to nme; neither foresight nor vision was granted, so | let it

go. Know edge woul d conme when the Dagda bestowed it and not before. So be it!

Now we stood watching Cynfarch's ships enter the bay-one of the nanel ess thousands of inlets and
coves the sea had carved out of the hard rock face of the northern headl and. This place shoul d
have a name, | thought, listening to the wave-wash and the distant runble of thunder on the rising
wi nd: Cuan Doneann, Storm Bay.

Li ew, who had been standing at the water's edge tal king to Bran, approached, his footsteps

soundi ng crisp on the pebbled strand. "I amliking that man nore and nore, Tegid," he said, taking
his place beside ne.

"He will be a good battlechief for you," | said. "The Flight of Ravens will soar under his
command. And he will foll ow wherever you | ead, brother."
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He | et the observation pass w thout coment. "Have you seen anything of Ynys Sci?" he asked
i nst ead.

"Nothing yet," | confessed. "Be assured | will tell you if anything cones to ne."
"Do you think it is a fool's errand?"
"Yes," | replied. "But what of that? W cannot stand aside if there is even the slightest chance

we can save them"

"I hope it is not already too late," nuttered Ll ew gloomly.

"What do you wish me to say? Tell me and | will say it!" | spoke nore fiercely than | felt, nostly
to rout out the uncertainty | heard creeping into Liew s voice. Uncertainty, |ike doubt and
hesitancy, is a formof fear

"I wish the truth," replied Liew. "Wat do you think we will find?"

"You wi sh the truth? Then | will tell you the truth: I do not know. Until we arrive on Sci, we do
not know what we will find!'"

"Cal myoursel f, brother," Liew said, pricked. "I was only asking."

"But | will tell you sonething else," | said, relenting sonewhat.

"What is that?"

"I'f we succeed, it will be | ong before Meidron dares attack anyone else. And that is worth daring,
I think."

Thunder boonmed out over the water, and we |listened to the echo rolling along the headland. "It
will be rough sailing," Liew said, after a noment.

"Al'l the better. They will not think to | ook for anyone sailing out of the storm"

There canme a shout fromthe beach. "Cone," said Llew, "we can board now. We nust not be seen to

| ag behind."
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We wal ked to the water's edge and spl ashed our way to the ship-Llew with his spear and shi el d,
with nmy staff of ash. The nmen surged behind us, streaming to the ships and cl anbering aboard. The
voyage woul d be rough, but the ships would fly like gulls before the breaking storm
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And we did fly! Though the sea heaved and rolled under us and the sails strained and nmasts
groaned, the ships' sharp prows sliced the foani ng waves, cleaving themw th powerful strokes.
That day, and through the endl ess, turbulent night, we braved the high sea swell.

Dawn brought us within sight of our destination: the shimrering silver-green pronontories of Ynys
Sci rising above the slate-grey sea. Yet we did not put in to land but |lowered the sails and

wai ted for nightfall. The sun seened fettered to the sky, so slowly did it advance. Wile the
ships pitched in the waves, the nen slept fitfully or sat idly stropping the edges of their
swords. Overhead the cloud-wack raced, flying to neet the horizon

At last, half-hidden in the ragged grey cloud-cloak, tatters stream ng, the sun sank bel ow the rim
of the world to begin its journey through the nether real ns. Darkness gathered, pooling in the
east and spreadi ng over the water. Wen we could no | onger be seen fromthe island, Liew gave the
signal and the sails were raised.

We approached Ynys Sci fromthe east and put in at a cove that Liew knew. The warriors slipped
over the side and struggled to shore where they wal ked about on unsteady |egs in the darkness. The
surf ran heavy and the coast was treacherous-sheer seacliffs tunbling to shallow, rock-strewn bays-
so, when the last nman had come ashore, the ships wthdrew once nore. W assenbl ed on the narrow
strand and began threadi ng our way up through the scree-filled clefts. Upon reaching the top, we
pressed inland to reach our position before norning.

We went without benefit of torchlight and we went with speed; many a man stunbl ed over the
difficult trail in the dark. Liew led, finding his way unerringly over the rough terrain: three
colums of nen, hastening through the night to reach the appoi nted pl ace ahead of sunrise.

The rugged track gave way to long sloping hills, the sibilant whisper of feet through grass the
only sound of our passing. Across the hills, across small streams, across the high-hunmped back of
the island we narched, arriving
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at our destination in good tine. Wile the men rested in the glen and waited for dawn, Liew,
Cynan, Bran and | mounted to the hilltop where we could overl ook Scatha's settlenent: a handful of
warriors' |odges and small dwellings-cookhouses, granaries, huts and stores- clustered around a

| arge, high-roofed hail.

| sat with nmy back to the hillside while the others |ay

on their bellies, peering over the crest of the hill and

wai ting as daybreak gradually illumined the site bel ow

"He is there and no m stake," Bran said. "The

practice yard is filled with horses. Cose to tw hundred

I make it."

"Clanna na cii" Cynan swore softly. "He is an

arrogant hound. Let us take him now. "

"Easy, brother," cautioned Llew "Scatha and the

others cone first. Tangling with Meldron will not help

them"

"But he is unsuspecting, and we are ready to fight.

He cannot escape, nor can he bring nore nen than he

al ready has. | say, take himnow. W could defeat him™"

"Mre likely we would die trying," Liew said.

"Thi nk, Cynan, they outman us five to one. They would

cut us down where we stood."

"W will never have a better chance,"” grunbl ed
Cynan.
"Look," said Llew, "I despise Meldron as nuch as any man here. But getting ourselves killed for

spite will serve no good purpose. There are hundreds at Di nas Dm dependi ng upon our return. W
will do only what we cane here to do. Agreed?"

Cynan agreed reluctantly and said, "Wat if he has

killed them al ready?"

"l see no signs of battle," Bran reported. "I do not

think there has been any fighting here."

"Unl ess he nurdered themwi thout a fight," Cynan

poi nted out. "He would do that."
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| rolled onto ny side and joined the others.

"Meidron canme here seeking sonething," | offered.

"And he is still here.”
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"So he does not have the thing he cane here to get- is that what you are sayi ng?" Cynan wondered
al oud. "Then we have not conme too late." | heard himshift on the ground. "Liew, we wll.

Li ew?"

Llew did not answer. | heard a rustling novenent beside me and the quick light tread of feet
moving away. In my mnd s eye | saw Liew rise and stride to the crest of the hill. Cutching his

spear in his left fist, Llewraised the spear over his head in a gesture of silent defiance.
Dawn' s red-gol d radi ance broke over himso that he seened to glowwith a glimer of the Hero

Li ght. He stood for a nonent, then turned away, wal king slowy back down the hillside to his
wai ti ng war band.

"What are you thinking, brother?" |I asked as | joined him There was a |l ong hesitation in which I
saw himleaning his forehead agai nst the spear shaft. "LIew?"

"I amthinking that | may face ny friend today," he replied. "Sinon-Si aw-was once ny friend, ny

cl osest conpanion-we ate together, lived together.. . | never dreaned it would cone to this. |
tell you the truth, Tegid; | do not understand it."
"It is well to nourn the loss of a friend," | soothed. "G ieve then, but do not be deceived. Those

men down there have grown wicked in their greed. Their iniquity stains all of Albion with the

bl ood of the innocent they have slain. The evil they have worked has nade themvile, and it rmnust
be stopped. This day is the day we begin to make an end of it."

Llewreplied softly, "I know. .. | knowand | amsick with it. It feels Iike a knife in ny gut,
Tegid. Sinmon was ny friend!"

"Weep for your friendship, but do not weep for Siawn Hy. Know this: he has been agai nst you from
the nonent you cane here. He has ever served hinself alone. He and Meldron are rabid beasts and
must be destroyed.”

I heard footsteps behind us, and recognized Cynan's tread. Llew straightened. "It is tinme," Cynan
said. "The ships will reach the bay soon. W nust nove into position."
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"Go to your nen," | told him "W will join you."
"There is no tine to-"

"Just a nmonent nore, Cynan. Please."

"Very well." Cynan noved away.

"What is it?" Liew asked when he had gone.

"1 have been thinking," | replied. "About the Singing Stones."
"Yes?"

"I f Meidron has brought the stones to Ynys Sci, then we nust try to get them back. It sickens ne
that Meidron holds the Song of Albion and uses it as he does. W nust reclaimthe stones and
establish themin Dinas Dm, where we can guard them"

Before Liew could reply, there cane a shout from

Bran, who had renained on the hilltop. "They are

com ng!"

"W have to go now, Tegid." He made to turn away,

but | reached out and caught at the sleeve of his siarc.

"What is it?" he said inpatiently.

"The Singing Stones,” | replied with some urgency.
"W nust recover them"
"Yes, yes," he agreed hastily, "if that is possible. But if all goes well we will not engage

Mel dron in battle. W nay not have a chance to search for the stones-and anyway, he probably has
not brought them here."

"He keeps themwi th himal ways."

"How do you know?"

"I know Meldron,"” | replied

"Look, Tegid, this is notinme to discuss it. You should have sai d sonething sooner. W have to go.
The

ships are entering the bay."

"But if the Singing Stones are on Ynys Sci ?"

"Then we will get themif we can," Llew pronised.
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"All right?"

"Very well," | relented, and we turned to join the

ot hers

The warband was split into two divisions-one to

foll sw Cynan, and the other to follow Bran. Liew and

Wuld go with Bran to the settlenent, while Cynan | ed
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his men to the bay bel ow Scatha's caer.

At a sign fromBran we noved off. LlIew knew just how cl ose we coul d advance wi t hout being seen
The hills behind the caer would shield us nost of the way, and nearer to the dwellings there were
fields of tall grain through which we coul d advance unobserved.

Silently we went. The thick, danmp turf nuffled the sound of our approach, and we crept down the
hillside to the barley field, our hearts thunping in our chests. W stooped and entered the field,
movi ng anong the rows, heads |ow, backs bent, the |leaves rattling as we passed.

We crouched anong the brittle stalks, the snmell of danp earth and dry grain full in our nostrils;
we |istened for any sound of discovery. But no cry of alarmgreeted our approach, so we settled at
the edge of the field to wait.

Qur ships had not been idle. Crewed only by two nen each, the ships had sailed around the eastern
pronmontory to the southern bay which served as Ynys Sci's only harbor. At dawn the ships would
enter the bay, their sails black in the norning light, a forest of spears |ashed upright to the
si des.

W had but to wait until Meidron's sentries saw the ships and raised the alarm
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The Rescue

The shouts canme first-nmuted and indistinct. This was the first alarmas one of the watchers on his
circuit discovered our invading ships, and it was qui ckly answered by a nearer cry.

Most of Meidron's warband nust have been canped outside the hall, for the response was inmediate.
There came a quick clatter as men snatched up sword, spear and shield, and then the tranp of
running feet as they raced to the clifftops. A monent later, men poured fromthe hail and fromthe
warriors' houses, racing to join their swordbrothers gathering above the bay.

"I hope we have not m sjudged Meldron's vanity," whispered LI ew

"Difficult to misjudge that," | replied. "Listen!"

Even as | spoke, the great battlehom the carynx, sounded its dire bellow "There!" Llew said.
"Cet on with it, Meldron. Let it begin."

Hunkering in the field, we waited. The battlehorn blared again, and as the blast resounded in the
hills around us, it was joined by the neighing of horses and the excited shouts of nen. My dark
inner eye kindled to |ife and brought forth the i nage of ranks of horses, jittery on pickets
ranged in the yard beside Scatha's hall, and nen, cloaks flying, weapons flashing, rushing to
their nounts.

"Do you see hinmP" | asked.

"No, " Liew answered, glancing at me quickly. "Do you?"
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I shook ny head. "No. Meldron is not anong them™

The riders massed in the yard. The carynx booned its dreadful call once nore, and | heard the

hol | ow drumm ng of horses' hooves as they gall oped away.

This is what we had been waiting for. At a silent signal fromBran, N all crept fromthe cover of
the barley stalks and flitted across the narrow distance fromthe field to the nearest buil ding,
whi ch was a granary. He paused briefly, and then di sappeared around the corner of the storehouse
A nonent |ater, he reappeared and notioned us forward.

In groups of three or four we crossed the open ground between the field and the storehouse. The
yard was enpty, the horses gone; there were no warriors to be seen

Bran signalled again, and a heartheat later we were bolting across the enpty yard to the hall. A
swift scranble around the wall brought us to the doorway of the hail. Bran and Niall were first,
Llew and | anmong the last. W ducked around the near corner of the hail and collided with those
who had gone ahead.

They were standing flat-footed, staring at sonething.

"What is it?" Llew said, pushing his way to the front of the throng. "Wy have you stopped?"
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I followed at Llew s back; he stepped beside Bran and, like all the others, froze in his tracks. |
put out ny hand and grasped his shoulder. He half-turned to ne, his features twisted in revul sion
"LI ew?"

My inward sight shifted to the source of his distress:

row upon row of spears driven half-down into the ground; and on the standing point of each spear
the head of a young boy. Meldron had nurdered the warri or Mabi nogi of Scatha's school and spi ked
their heads before the hail in a hideous nockery of a warrior's assenbly. Crows had been at the
heads and hol | ow eyepits regarded us accusingly.

Llew turned fromthe atrocity and noved towards the doorway. But Bran caught him by the arm and
stayed
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him He notioned for the Ravens to join himand darted into the hall, sword gripped tight in his
hard hand, shield held high and ready.

The Ravens followed on Bran's heels, and others pressed through, stormng into the hail as quickly
as possible to confront those within

But Meldron was not there, and the two warriors he had | eft behind were quickly subdued-two sw ft
spearthrusts silenced them W then turned our attention to their prisoner

Lowering his spear, Liew knelt besi de the naked body |ying on the bl ood-stained hearth. "Born?"

To ny surprise the apparent corpse opened its eyes; its lips franed a faint smle. "Llew.. ." The
voi ce was a husky rasp. "You cane. "
"He is still alive. Bring water." | ordered, and Niall hurried away.

I knelt beside Llew as Bran began to cut the | eather straps binding the man's hands and feet. He
had been bound and tortured. Long strips of flesh had been sliced fromhis stomach, thighs and
back. H's hair was singed off, where his head had been held in the flanmes. One side of his body
was charred where it had been roasted at the hearth.

"Born-listen, if you can," Llew said. "W do not have nuch time before Meidron returns. Were is
Scat ha?"

The man struggled to speak but could not nmake the words heard. N all returned with a cup of water
"Take the nmen outside and await us there," Liewtold him and turned his attention to Boru. Bran
gently lifted Born's head and Liew tilted the cup. The unfortunate Boru swal |l owed sonme water,
gagged and choked. Wen the spasm passed, Bran |lowered the head to the hearth once nore.

"Scatha.. . she-" he coughed and the cough became a gasp for breath.

"Yes, Scatha," Liew whispered. "Were is she, Born?"
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"... | knew you would conme back. . . ahh,"” Born snmled again, a rictus of agony. A black tongue

poked out between the cracked lips. Llew wet his fingers and dripped water onto Born's tongue.
"Where is Scatha? And her daughters? Born, do you know where they are?"

Boru fluttered |l eathery eyelids and his tortured body convul sed. The paroxysmrel eased hi mand he
si ghed so deeply | thought his spirit had flown. But Liew held himyet a little longer. Placing
his hand and wist stunp on either side of Born's face, he | eaned cl ose and said, "You are the
only one who can help us now. Tell me, Born: is Scatha alive?"

The eyelids struggl ed open, the eyes fiercely bright. "Llew.. . you are here. "
"Where is Scat ha-and her daughters, Born? Are they here? Are they alive?"
Born stiffened, black tongue straining at the words. "The caves. . . the sea caves.. ." he rasped,

and | think that voice cane from beyond death, for even as Born uttered the words his eyes cl ouded
and his nuscl es slackened; he released his hold on life and it sped fromhim

"Go to your rest, brother," Llewtold himsoftly, and |owered Born's burned and battered head
gently to the heart hstone.

"The sea caves," Bran said. "Do you know t henf"

"Yes. There are caves on the west side of the island. W rode there sonetines."

"Is it far?"

"No," Llew said, "but we need horses if we are to reach the place before Meldron."

Bran nmade a quick inspection of the hall, returning ashen-faced.

Ll ew | ooked at him "What have you found?"

By way of reply, the battlechief indicated that we were to follow him He led us to Scatha's

chanmber at the far end of the hall. Govan lay on the sheepskins of the bedplace, her mantl e pushed
to her hips. She had been
234

raped; and, when her attackers tired of that sport, they had cut her throat. Her skin was white as
the fleece beneath her, save where her bl ood had pool ed and thickened. Her head was skewed
si deways, gl assy eyes staring upward.
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Ll ew groaned and sagged agai nst rme.

"The body is cold," Bran said softly. "She was dead before we cane here."

Llew started forward. | gripped his armand restrained him "There is no tine. Let us save the
living if we can."

He shook his armfromny grasp, stepped to the bedplace. Wth a trenbling hand he strai ght ened
Govan's legs, first the right and then the left, and then pulled her nmantle down to cover them He
fol ded her arnms across her breast, gently strai ghtened her head, and brushed his fingertips over
her eyes to close them He paused for a monment, | ooking down on her, and when he stepped away
agai n, she appeared as if she m ght have been sl eeping-but for the blood and the vicious slash

bel ow her chin.

Wt hout another word, he strode fromthe chanber and started towards the door of the hail. Bran
caught himat the threshold. "One man woul d stand a better chance," he pointed out. "I will go."
"You do not know where the caves are," Llew said. "W will go together." He turned to Niall, who
stood waiting just outside. "Take the men back to the beach and wait for the ships. We will join
you there.”

"How wi || you join us?" | asked. Qur ships, spears bristling fromthe decks, had sailed into the
bay to draw Mel dron's warriors away fromthe hall. Wen the eneny arrived at the bay to chall enge

the spurious invasion, our ships were to continue on around the island; again, as if seeking a
sui tabl e I anding place for warriors. Meldron, we hoped, would give chase, allowing us tinme to
rescue the captives. Cynan's force was to wait in hiding until the eneny withdrew, and then they
were to destroy Meldron's ships. Their tasks acconplished, both forces
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were to return to the place where we had cone ashore; there we would neet our ships which had
compl eted the circuit of the island.

It appeared now that Meidron would be drawn away fromthe bay, as we had planned-but in the sane
direction Liew nust go to find Scatha and her daughters. W could not rescue them w t hout being
seen, and we could not risk being seen

"You cannot cross the island in daylight-it is too dangerous and the distance is too great."

"W have no other choice," snapped Liew, noving out into the yard. He glanced to the bay and the
smoke rising fromthe beach where Cynan had put Meidron's fleet to the torch~ "Unless Cynan can be
st opped. "

W ran to the cliffs above the bay. Six ships rode lowin the water, their sails aflame and their
hull's stove in. Cynan and his nmen were gone; they had perforned their duty and departed.

"Too late,"” Liew said. "W mght have used one of those ships.”

"Go to the caves and stay there. W will send a ship to you at dusk."

Bran and Llew left the bay at a run. | turned to the Ravens. "Niall, you will |ead the nen back to
the cove to await the ships," | told them "And you-Garanaw, Enyr, Alun and Drustwn-cone with nme."
Ni all and the warriors departed, and the remai ni ng Ravens acconpani ed me back to the hail. Garanaw
and Drustwn lifted Born's battered corpse and | renoved ny cloak; | spread it on the floor and
Enyr and Al un wrapped the body in it. Wile Garanaw and Drustwn carried Born's corpse fromthe
hail, | led Enyr and Alun to Scatha's chanber. W wapped Govan in a fleece fromthe bedpl ace and
foll owed Garanaw and Drustwn fromthe hall and back through the barley field. On the hill above

the caer, the Ravens hacked a shallow grave in the earth with their swords. W |aid the bodies
side by side in the grave and quickly replaced the turf.

| glanced towards the bay, but could not see it from
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where we stood. Neither could | see anything of Meidron's war host. | turned to the hills, dappled
grey and green with cloud shadow sliding over them the nmovenent would mask our own. Wth that

| ast glinpse, blindness descended upon ne once again and darkness quenched the inmage

W made our way back across the hills and down the cliffs to the rocky little cove where we had
conme ashore at dawn. W joined the rest of the warband and gathered on the shingle to wait.
Drustwn found a dry rock on which to perch and we sat down together

"Cynan shoul d have cone by now," Drustwn said, after a while. He rose to pace the strand

i mpatiently.

The wind held steady off the sea, and the waves surged and si ghed on the rocks. W waited.
Drustwn returned to stand over nme. "Sonething has gone wong," he said. "They shoul d have been
here [ ong ago."

At these words, an inmage cane into nmy mnd: a ship, passing slowy along the rock-bound coast. In
the sane instant, a shout cane fromthe strand: "A ship! A ship is comng!"

Drustwn darted away. He ran a few steps up the shingle, returning at once. "It is one of
Meidron's," he said.
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| tried to hold the image of the ship, but it faded before | could see more. The warriors on the
beach raised a defiant clanmor as the ship entered the cove, and readi ed thenselves to fight.
Taking up ny staff, | rose and called Drustwn to ne. "Tell me what you see,” | said.

Even as | spoke, the furore fromthe strand turned fromdefiance to shouts of welcone. "It is
Cynan!" soneone call ed.

"Yes! Yes, it is Cynan," Drustwn confirmed. "He has taken one of Meidron's ships." There came
anot her shout fromthe water's edge as a second ship cane into View "Another ship! He has taken
two! "

"Board the nen," | told him "Quickly! W may yet make good this rescue.
237

Drustwn ordered the nmen aboard, then took my armand |l ed ne as we waded out to the nearest ship
he hel ped nme clinb over the side and called for the ship to head out to sea once nore. Even as he
swung hinmsel f over the side, the ships were being turned and poled into deeper water.

Cynan nmet us. "Where is Liew?"

"He has gone to fnd Scatha," | answered, and told himwhat we had found at the hail. There were
boys of his own clan anong the slaughtered of Scatha's school

"I will kill Meidron," Cynan vowed when | finished. "I will tear out his black heart with ny
hands. "

"How did you fare at the bay?"

"I't could not have been better,"” Cynan replied. "The ships were close in-eight of them these were
the best. W had but to wait until our own ships left the bay and Meidron had gone in pursuit. W
broke open the hulls and set fire to the sails.” He slapped the rail with his hand. "A|l except
these two. They are larger and faster than any of ours. | could not resist taking them"

"It is well," | said, and told himwhere Ll ew and Bran had gone.

At this, Cynan whirled and shouted orders to the hel msman to make for the western side of the

i sland. "The Great Hound has swall owed the bait," he said, turning back to nme. "It may be that in
his haste to catch the ships he will not [ook behind him"

"And if he does?"

"Well," Cynan allowed slyly, "he will see but two of his own ships giving chase to the invaders.
By the time he recalls that he ordered no pursuit, we will be out of his reach."

If the short voyage along the coast to the bay bel ow Scatha's caer seenmed |ong, the journey from
the bay to the west side of Ynys Sci seenmed everlasting. Wth every passing nonent, ny anxiety

mount ed. The cl oser we came, the nmore disturbed | grew. | sent ny thoughts ranging far and w de
that | mght discover what disturbed nme so. But nothing cane to ne, and | | apsed nore deeply into
a broodi ng apprehension
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Drustwn's shout brought me sharply to nyself once nore. "There! | see them Here!" he shouted from
t he

rail. "Llew Bran! Here!"

At the Raven's call, the darkness faded and ny inward sight returned. Cutching one of the mast
ropes, Drustwn stood upon the rail, frantically waving his free hand. | turned sightless eyes

towards the |l and and scanned the shoreline.

The seacrags were ragged with tunbl ed, jagged rock, and puckered with treacherous coves. Severa
of these were little nore than holes in the rock, others held caves | arge enough to hide a boat.
Fl oundering towards us through wai st-deep water cane Llew with Goewyn in his arnms. Bran foll owed
in his wake with Scatha cl ose behi nd.

A cheer rose fromthe throats of those gathered at the rail. But the cheer died in the air, for on
the cliff above the struggling figures there appeared a |ine of eneny warriors. Instantly, fifty
or nore began descendi ng the rocks while those on the seacliff above hurled spears at the figures
fleeing through the surf.

"Closer!" cried Cynan. The hel msman nmade sone

reply that | did not catch. Cynan disregarded him

"Cl oser!" he shouted, pounding the rail with his fists.

Spears flashed down fromthe clifftops, plunging into the sea. Cynan | eaned over the rail as far
as he could and cupped his hands to his nouth. "Swim" he shouted, his voice booni ng across the
water. "Swimfor it!"

Spears fell fromon high, arcing through the air, striking the surface of the water, falling al
around. And now the first of the eneny had reached the strand and plunged into the water in

headl ong pursuit.

The warriors aboard ship began shouting encouragenent to Liew and Bran. Llew, with Goewyn cl asped
to him stunmbled and went down, drenching themboth. I-l1c rose again at once, renewed his hold on
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Goewyn, and |unged on

"They will never make it!" shouted Cynan, his face
red, big hands smacking the rail
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The words were hardly spoken when the ship lurched to one side with a hollow thunmp. The keel had
struck a rock. Men leaped to the rail with |Iong poles and began pushing, fighting to hold the ship
away fromthe rock. At the first hint of this trouble, shouts rang fromthe clifftops. Sone of the
nmore i mpul sive foenen | oosed their spears on us. The missiles fell short, but not by nuch

Cynan threw a |l eg over the rail and | eaped into the water. The Ravens dived into the waves behind
him and others of his warband followed. The first net Llew and hel ped himto carry Goewyn to the
ship. The rest followed Cynan to neet the foenen splashing towards them Bran saw his nen com ng
to him turned, and sent Scatha on to the ship

LI ew and N all reached the ship and lifted Goewn to the rail; she was quickly haul ed aboard. Llew
followed. | hurried to the place where Liew knelt beside her.
Goewyn was only half conscious. She lay in a sodden heap against the hull, her breath conming in

qui ck, shallow gasps. One side of her face was swollen and discolored; there were red welts on her
throat, and her arns and the pal ns of her hands were raked with scratches, as if she had fought
her way through gorse.

Scat ha reached the ship, raised her arns to the men waiting to receive her and was |ifted aboard.
Her hands and arns were scratched as well, but | could discern no other damage. She knelt beside
Ll ew. Soneone offered a cloak which she unfol ded and put over Goewyn. "Go now. | will tend her,"
she told Liew

He stood and turned to nme. Before he could speak there cane the loud, angry blare of the carynx
fromthe cliffs above. "It is Meldron!" soneone shouted. He had seen the ships and had broken off
his pursuit of the invaders to return here. One quick |ook told himeverything. The battl ehorn
sounded agai n and hundreds of warriors joined their swordbrothers swarm ng down the rocks.

"CGet this ship turned!" Liew shouted.

The nen strained agai nst the poles and the prow
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swung slowy away fromthe cove.

Cynan and the Ravens engaged the foenen. Swords sl ashed, spears thrust, and the weapon-clash
sounded sharp anong the rocks. |nages wheel ed before nmy inner eye: sunlight flashing on shield
boss and swordbl ade; red bl ood staining sea-green water; bodies floating, the swell tugging at
lifeless |linbs; white-frothed waves surging around the | egs of the conbatants..

The foenmen raged on the clifftops. Wiite gulls shrieked as they whirled in the blue air. Nial
called for the warriors to break off the attack. At once Enyr sounded the carynx and Cynan rai sed
his sword and turned back to the ship. A few nonments later, the nmen aboard were | eaning over the
rails and pulling their kinsmen fromthe sea

My inward vision flared with the i mage of a man on horseback, seething with bl ack rage: Meidron-
furious at seeing his ships stolen, grinding his teeth in frustration at having been tricked and
seeing his enem es nmake good their escape.

And | saw sonething el se-Siawn Hy, sitting easily in the saddle. He, |ike Ml dron, was watching
our ship w thdrawi ng beyond their reach. But unlike Mel dron he was not angry; he was sniling. And
the smle he wore was cruelly cold, and brutal beyond belief. | saw himlean forward and speak a

word to Meldron, who turned to regard Siawn cl osely.

The serpent Siawn spoke again, and Meldron's countenance |ightened. He swivelled in the saddl e and
call ed sonething to his warband. Wien he turned back, Meidron's scowl of anger was gone and his
features were cal monce nore; a cunning light gleamed in his narrow eyes.

And from out of the warband enmerged a rider: broadshoul dered and tall in the saddle. On his head
he wore a bronze war cap; his shield was |Iong, his sword naked agai nst his thigh. Even before
saw his face, | knew the man---! woul d have known him by the way he sat his horse.

Pal adyr!
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23

Escape

"Pal adyr!" shouted Liew. "Tegid! It is Paladyr!"
"I have seen him" | replied, and with nmy inner eye saw Meidron turn to his chanpi on. Pal adyr
wheel ed his horse and retreated fromthe edge of the cliff.
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"Where has he gone?" wondered Llew. "Can you see, Tegid?"

"No." | answered, sick fear coiling in the pit of nmy stonach.

Cynan, dripping water and blood froma cut on his upper arm cane to stand beside us. "Were are

t he ot hers?" he asked.

"Born is dead," Llewtold him "And all the warrior-school with him" He | owered his voice. "CGovan
is dead, -too. But | do not think Scatha knows yet."

"What of Gaenllian?"

"I do not know," LlIew answered. "Scatha said they were taken when she refused to join Meldron's
war band. She and Goewyn were able to escape.”

"Perhaps Gaenllian escaped as well," Cynan offered hopefully.

At Cynan's words, terror struck ne like a blow frombehind. | swayed on ny feet, and put a hand to
the rail to steady nyself, pressing the other hand to ny head.

LI ew saw ne and grabbed nmy armto keep ne fromfalling. "Wiat is it?" Wwen | did not reply at

once, he shook ne by the shoulder. "Tegid, what is wong? Wiat is it? What has happened?"
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| opened nmy nouth to speak, but a groan escaped instead. The groan rose to a wail. | could not
stop it, nor did Itry.

"Look!" shouted Bran. Llew and Cynan turned to the clifftop. Paladyr had returned and now stood at
the edge of the seacrag with sonething across his shoul der

"What is it? What has he got?" demanded Cynan

"No.. ." murnured Liew, his voice cracking wi th pain.

Pal adyr shifted his burden to the ground and jerked it upright. Though | already knew what he
hel d, my heart sank

"M anaml " swore Cynan.

LI ew nuttered an oath between clenched teeth; Bran cursed Meldron and all who rode with him
Scatha | ooked on in rmute horror: her daughter stood swaying on the cliff-edge with Meidron's
chanpi on.

On the cliff above us, Paladyr seized the neck of the Banfaith's nantle in his hands and ripped it
to the ground. Her hands were bound together at the wists, and she struggl ed feebly. Pal adyr
struck her in the face with his fist. Her head snapped back and her knees gave way. She fel

agai nst Pal adyr.

"Gmenl lian!" cried Scat ha.

The others mght | ook away, but | could not shut out the vision fromny inward eye. Each action
passed before that unblinking stare, and I wi shed for nmy blindness again.

Pal adyr took Gaenllian in his arms and, with his enornous strength, slowy raised her above his
head. She withed in his grasp and ki cked her |egs, but he held her high and, stepping to the very
edge of the seacliff, hurled her over

Gnenl lian's scream was cut short as her body struck the rocks. Her spine broke on inpact, arnms and
| egs splayed wildly. The body, white against the black, sea-slick rocks, paused, rolled, and then
slid into the water, |eaving behind a gleaming trail of crinson.

"Gnenl lian!" Scatha shrieked, and the cry trailed off in a sob
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I pressed ny hands to ny head to keep out the hateful sight, but nmy inward eye shifted to the
clifftop and I saw Pal adyr gazing grimy down into the water. Meldron said sonething to his
chanpi on and he turned to reply to his lord. Then Pal adyr stooped, gathered up his victins cloak
and held it up for us to see. He let it slip fromhis hands and fall into the sea. Meidron wheel ed
his mount and wi thdrew then, but not Siawn Hy. He sat on his horse gazing down at the ships. And
when he saw that we were looking up at him he sniled and slowy raised his spear in a inpudent

sal ute.

Then he, too, withdrew and | saw only the inmage of a woman's fair-forned body floating lifeless in
the sea swell. . .mlk-white flesh bruised and broken. . .dusky red hair drifting with the seaweed
in the gentle currents. . .wide green eyes faded, |ips parted, nouth open and full of water..

The inmage dissolved in darkness like a black m st and blindness reclained ne.

Leaving the eneny to rant and rage on the seacliffs, we turned the stolen ships and set sail al ong
the western coast of Ynys Sci. Towards dusk we sighted our own ships. At first they nade to flee
before us, but Meldron's ships were faster and as we caught them up they knew us. Wrking the
ships close-hull to hull in the rolling swell-we transferred warriors to the lighter vessels and
turned towards the mainl and.

Ll ew settl ed Scatha and her daughter in the wind shelter before the nast and asked nme to tell them
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what we had seen of Govan's death. | related the grimfacts of her suffering and told of her
burial. Goewyn clutched her cloak to her face and wept bitterly. For her part, Scatha bore her

|l oss without tears and with great dignity.

"Thank you, Tegid Tathal," Scatha said, and then turned to confort Goewyn. "Leave us now. Please."
The wi nd renmai ned brisk and steady across the strait and we reached a protected inlet on the
northern coast of Caledon with the dawn. W made |andfall to
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rest and to assess the next part of our plan. Wen the nen had been settled, Bran, Cynan, Llew and
| gathered a little apart on a grassy knoll above the white sand beach. The sough of the tidewash
on the beach nade a npbst nel ancholy song.

"The bl ood debt is heavy, and Meldron will pay," Cynan declared bluntly. "It will be sone tine
before he can |l eave that island. | say we should attack himnow and destroy his support at the
root."

"I agree," said Bran. "Strike now while his main strength is el sewhere. W may not have anot her
chance like this again."

Cynan and Bran discussed the prudence of this course and Llew |listened to their counsel. Then |
felt LIlew s brushing touch on ny arm "Wl I, Tegid? What do you say?"

"What is there to say that has not been said? W have delivered Meldron a hurtful blow By al
nmeans, let us take the battle to him"

Ll ew heard the disapproval in ny reply and asked, "Wat is the matter, Tegi d? Wat is wong?"
"Have | said that anything is wong?"

"No, but | can tell." He nudged nmy armwith his wist stunp again. "Wiat is it? Do not make us
guess. "

"The Singing Stones-" | began

"Ch, yes," he said irritably. "What about thenP"

"Attack Meldron's stronghol d-well and good," | replied. "But it is wasted effort if we do not

reclaimthe Stones."
"You said he carried themw th himeverywhere,"” LIew pointed out.

"I said | thought it likely. But since we could not search Sci, | think we should search his
stronghol d. "

Bran interrupted this exchange, asking, "These singing stones you are talking about-they nmust be
very val uable. Yet, | have never heard of them"

Cynan said, "lI'ell him bard. | have heard the tale before, but | would hear it again."

| assented, pausing briefly to gather the words.
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"Before the sun and noon and stars were set in their unchangi ng courses, before living creatures
drew breath, from before the beginning of all that is or will be, the Song of Al bion was sung. The
Song upholds this worlds-realm and by it all that exists is sustained. The Song is the chief
treasure of this worlds-realmand not to be despoiled by small-soul ed creatures or unworthy
servants."”

Havi ng begun, the words fornmed on ny tongue of their own accord and flowed on in the song-style of
bar ds:

"Meldryn Mawr, the Geat King, |ike Prydain's mghty kings before him defended the Song through
the I ong ages of our clan's supremacy. Deep beneath the nountain fortress of high Findargad,

Al bion's Phantarch, Hi gh One, slept his enchanted sl eep, secure behind the bulwark of a True King.
"But the Wormof fiery breath bit deep and corruption flowed fromthe bite. The kingship of
Prydai n sickened with rot and decay. Ri ghteous sovereignty declined; the Defender faltered, and
the enem es of the Song seized the day. The Phantarch was killed to silence the Song, but his
strength was the strength of the Song of Albion itself, and his craft endured. Though the
Phantarch, Bard of Bards, went down to death, the Song was saved."

Bran professed hinself nystified as to how this could be. "That is what | wondered when | heard
it, too," Cynan told him "But just listen." To me he said, "Go on."

"You know the tale," | told him "You tell it."

"Aadly," replied Cynan; | heard the zeal in his voice. "This is the way of it," he said. "Wth
strong enchantnents the Phantarch bound the Song to the very stones that killed him Even as his
life sped fromhim the Wse One breathed the precious Song to the stones that becane his tonb. He
did this so that the Song of Al bion would not be lost." He finished, saying, "Have | renenbered it
right?"

"Wrd for word," | replied.
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"Forgive nt," Bran said, "but there is sonething | do not understand. |If Ml dron sought to silence
the Song, why does he hoard the Singing Stones? Wuld he not destroy them now that he has the
chance?"

"You are perceptive, Bran," | remarked. "You have

struck to the very heart of the natter."

"Enlighten ne if you can," the battlechief said.

| began to nake a reply, but Llew answered instead. "All this has conme about by Siawn Hy," he
said. "He is not of this world. He is a stranger here, as | am But unlike me, Sinon-that is his
name in my world-did not believe in the power of the Song of Al bion. He thought that by silencing
the Phantarch, he could usurp the power for hinself-at |east, that is what he persuaded Meldron to
do. "

"Thus, for a tine, the Song was silenced," | said. "Wthout the Song to prevent its escape, the
Cythraw , Creature of the Pit, was |oosed. Chief Bard Alathir, at the cost of his life, banished
the hel |l spawn-but not before it had summoned Lord Nudd, Prince of Uffern, and his Denpbn Horde to
wreak destruction on the people of Prydain for daring to protect the Song. Through many bitter
trials we endured; and the ancient eneny was defeated before the gates of Findargad."

Cynan could not keep silent any longer. "Ll ew perforned the Hero Feat upon the wall," he cried,
and told how we had found the Singing Stones and how, by inspiration of the Chief Bard' s awen,

LI ew had used themto save Al bion. "And Nudd and the vile Coranyid were driven back to Annwn."
"After the battle, we collected the fragnents of the

song- bearing stones,” Llew explained. "And Ml dron

took them" -

"W did not know what he was planning at the tinme, or we would not have allowed it," | said. "But
Mel dron had seen the power of the stones and he thinks now to use that power to establish hinself
Supreme King of Al bjon."

"Not while | live and breathe," Bran vowed. "I will
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never see himH gh King."

"Nor |," added Cynan. "I say we shall not rest until we have freed the Singing Stones fromthe

Great Hound's grasp."

W tal ked of this and other things, and then Bran and Cynan returned to their nmen. Wen they had
gone, | said, "You did not say what you think of attacking the G eat Hound's stronghol d: Cynan
spoke, and Bran, but you w thheld your approval. Do you disagree?"

"No," he allowed, "the tinme is right. Meldron is stranded on Ynys Sci-he will have his hands ful
repairing his ships."

"We can reclaimthe stones and return to Dinas Dm before he floats a seaworthy hull,~" | said.
"Why do you bal k at that?"

"I do not balk, Tegid," he replied, bristling. "I just think that all this talk about the stones
is ill-advised."

"How so?"

"W have enough to worry about without bringing the Singing Stones into it. Anyway, Meidron
probably takes them w th hi mwherever he goes-you said so yourself. It is a waste of tinme and
nothing will cone of it."

"Then why do you fear finding then?"

"Did | say | feared then?" he snapped. "Go ahead- look all you want if it will nake you happy."
"Llew," | said, trying to soothe him "It nust be done. This will not be over until we have

regai ned the Stones of Song and-"

"Tegid, this will not be over until Sinon is back where he came from"

He stormed away then, and stayed away fromnme the rest of the day. That night, as the canpfires

| eapt high and bright, | sang Pwyii, Prince of Prydain, a worthy tale. Scatha and her daughter
slept in one of the ships, and we slept under heaven's lights. W rose before dawn, and as the sun
began its journey across the blue sky-vault, we began our voyage south to Prydain.

Maf far, Fairest of Seasons, blessed us with cal mseas and steady wi nds. Qur ships flew like gulls,
ski mm ng t he
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gl assy green seas. W canped in coves along the coast at night, and sailed through the | ong day
foll owi ng. W observed deserted habitations and unpl owed fields along the coast, and occasionally
sormeone woul d glinpse the flickering formof a wolf |oping over the hills. Hawks, foxes, w | dfow
and other creatures were sighted, but of human occupants we had no sign.

Prydai n rermai ned a wastel and. Meldron, instead of doing all in his power to revive the noble | and
of our people, had only deepened the desol ati on wought by Nudd and the Coranyid. For he had
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spread devastation to the places hateful Nudd had never reached; now Ll ogres and Cal edon bl ed
beneath his cruel rapacity.

I wondered at this. Indeed, | had considered it Iong and often. Wiy had w cked Nudd attacked only
Prydai n? Why had Cal edon and Li ogres escaped untouched? Was Prydai n sonmehow nore vul nerabl e t han
the other two real ns?

Per haps the reason was sonething to do with the Phantarch and the Song. O perhaps sone ot her

expl anation remai ned to be discovered.

Nevert hel ess, the desolate land left me desolate as well. | felt the enptiness of all those enpty
hearths, and all those abandoned habitations. | felt the weight of sorrow for all Prydain's dead
unnour ned, unburied, and unknown, save to the Dagda al one. As our voyage neared its end, | |apsed

into a dolor as bleak as any | have known. The waste, the cruelty, the predation, angui sh and

di stress could not be faced except through misery.

Scatha, in her sorrow, |onged for some small confort fromnme. But | could say nothing to her. How
could | ease her loss when all of Prydain cried out to me for a healing word and | knew none to
give? Before such terrible travail | stood nute. There was nothing | could say which would redeem
the ruin, or lessen the |oss.

Sorrow and be sad, deep grief is granted Albion in triple nmeasure, the J3anfajth had said. Ah,
Gnenl I'ian, your word WAs ever true.
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Val e of M sery

"Let me do this," Cynan said. "I welconme it."
Ll ew was about to object yet again, but Bran spoke up. "The risk is great, but Cynan is right, it
is just the sort of plan that will work."

"And if it fails?" Llew asked

Bran shrugged. Cynan said, "Then you can attack the caer. But if it succeeds, we will have saved
many |ives."

Ll ew turned to ne. "Wat do you think, Tegid?"

"Why take by force what we might achieve by stealth?" | turned to Cynan. "But do -not go al one;

t ake Rhoedd with you."

"Very well," Llewrelented, "since there is no preventing you, you may as well go. W will await
you here. If there is trouble, get out. You know the signal."

"I know, | know," Cynan assured him "W have tal ked until even the horses know the signal. Al
will be well, brother. If the stones are there, | will fnd them"

Cynan and Rhoedd arnmed thensel ves and we bade farewell. Liew and Bran watched from hiding as the
two made their way up to Caer Mddornn. Inner sight was denied nme, so | |leaned on ny staff and
wai ted. The day was warm the air still. | snelled the potent earthscent of |eaf nmould, rotting
wood and danp soil. We had hidden ourselves in the shrubby seclusion of the river bel ow Caer

Modor nn- near enough to see wi thout being seen-ten nen only; the rest were canped a short distance
away, well out of sight.
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"They are at the gates,'
are

men on the wall.

"Cynan is talking to them" Llew said. "That is a

good sign. He can talk the legs off a table."

"The gates are opening," Bran added. "There are nen conming out-three.. . no, four men. That one-do
you see hinP" Bran asked Liew "The dark one speaking to Cynan now"

"I see him" Llew answered.

"That is Gessi. He is a Rhewani chieftain-that is, he was once. He seens to have found a hone

Bran reported in a little while. "The guards have chall enged them There

with Meldron. | amnot surprised; he was always slippery as an oil ed snake."

"What is happening now?" | asked.

"They are still talking," LI ew answered. "The one called dessi seens to be thinking it over. He
crosses his arms over his chest. . . he scratches his beard. He is making up his mnd. Cynan is

tal king-1 wish | could hear what he is saying." He paused and then added, "But whatever it is, it
seens to be working. They are going into the caer. There!"

| heard a light slap of a hand on a shoul der or arm

"He has done it!" Llewsaid. "He is in."
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"Now we wait," Bran replied. "I will take the first

wat ch. "

Llew rose and led ne back to the river bank to sit with the Ravens. W settled anong the hawt horn
and wi |l ow scrub. Sone dozed, others talked quietly. | sank once nore into the dull reverie that

had held nme since conming ashore in Prydain six days ago.

A sonber journey south along the western coast had brought us to Miir @ain, the wide, silver
sweepi ng estuary east of ruined Sycharth where Meidryn Mawr had mai ntai ned his shipyards. In the
time since | had last visited the place, thickets of briar and birch had grown where ships' hulls
had been fashioned of strong oak. Nettl ebeds flouri shed where woodchi ps once drifted deep as snow.
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We sailed into the estuary and up the river as far as we could, and then anchored the shi ps where
the water becane too shallow. W established canp in a wooded gl ade and | eft the nain body of our
war band there. Taking forty with us, we noved deeper into the Vale of Mdornn the next norning,

| eaving the rest behind to guard the ships.

Scatha was not of a heart to travel with us, so she renmmi ned behind to | ook after Goewyn, whose
injuries required care. Al that first day, and five days nore, we followed the gleamng river
north through the broad gl en. When we cane near the settlement, we left thirty nen within hailing
di stance and then advanced to our position bel ow the caer

Mel dron had deternmined to build his stronghold on the site of the ol d wooden caer which served
northern Prydain. Caer Mddornn was only ever used in tinmes of war; it had never been a settlenent.
And, though | had once counsell ed Midron against occupying it, |I could see now why he insisted. A
king interested in restoring Prydain would have been better served by a southern fortress open to
the conmerce of the sea

But Meldron had loftier anmbitions. The G eat Hound of Havoc neant to have the whole |Island of the
M ghty. And Caer Moddornn sat in a convenient position for a warband raiding into Liogres and

Cal edon. On, if | had known his intent-if | had known how deep was his treachery, and how great
his greed, | would have destroyed him as one externinates a vicious dog.

How many warriors slept in turf houses now because of hinf? How many wonen wept for their nmen at

ni ght ? How many children cried for their nothers? If | had known what he had hidden in his heart,
I would have slain himgladly. But, whether gladly or with profound regret, | should have killed
hi m before he defiled the land with his corruption

From our hiding place we had watched the caer and di scussed our best approach to the probl em of
finding the Singing Stones. Cynan had argued for a sinple but
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audaci ous deception: marching up to the gates and denandi ng the hospitality due to wandering
warriors.

"They do not know ne," he had said. "I will go al one

with Rhoedd. They will not take alarmat but two

warriors at their gates. W are no threat to them'

"l do not like it," Liew had objected, thinking it

fool hardy and reckl ess.

"But that is precisely why it will work, brother. They will never suspect our true purpose,” Cynan
had said. After nore discussion, he had won his way. And now we waited.

The day faded slowy. | felt the cool nightbreath on ny skin and heard the ni ghtsong begin in the
branches and undergrowth around ne as dusk deepened to evening. Then | heard the light tread of
footsteps and sat up.

"There is no sign," Bran said softly.

"I will take the next watch," said Llew | heard the
slight rustle of his clothing as he rose and started away.
Bran took Llew s place beside ne and night thickened around us. "It will be dark soon," Bran said

after a while. It cane into nmy mind that he was | ooking at ne, and it seened to nme that | felt the
subtle shift of his eyes as his glance touched ny face.

"Yes?" | asked. "What is it you are wanting to ask?"

He chuckled dryly. "You know | am staring at you,"

he said. "But howis it that you know?"

"Sonetines | imagine what is happening and | may be wong,"” | told him "But sonetinmes | see
things in here," |I touched ny forehead with a fingertip, "and | see nore than |I could have

i magi ned. "

"As you did at Ynys Sci?" he asked.

"Yes," | said, and told himabout neeting Gofannon in the sacred grove. "Since then," | said, "it
seenms that when sight is required, sight is granted. But it cones and goes as it will; | cannot
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command it."

We passed the early evening tal king together. N al

Came with bread and dried neat from our provisions. W

ate and tal ked sonme nore, and then Bran called Al un
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Tringad to take the next watch. | slept, but lightly, and the watchers alternated through the
ni ght.

| awakened to Enyr's urgent whisper. "The gate is open,'
on his feet.

"Wake the others-and tell Llewto join us.” Bran told him He hurried to the | ookout place, and

he said. | rose at once. Bran was already

followed. | heard the creak and snap of small twi gs as Bran bent back the branches for a better
| ook.

"What do you see?"

"The gate is-" he began, then said, "Someone is noving. They are coming this way."

"Is it Cynan?"

"I cannot see-it is too dark and he is too far away. But it nust be. He is comng this way." He
paused, then said, "No, it is Rhoedd, | think."

W waited, and but a few nonents |ater heard rapid footsteps. "Here! This way!" whi spered Bran
sharply. "Were is Cynan?"

Rhoedd' s voice answered him "Lord Cynan will follow soon. He sent nme ahead to open the gate and
rouse everyone. W may have to nove qui ckly when he cones."

"Why?" Ll ew asked, taking his place beside ne. "What is he doi ng?"

"W found the place where the stones are kept. There is no guard, but there is a door and it is
chained. He is going to break down the door and get them™

"He is nmad! He will never be able to carry themalone," Llew said. "Sonmeone will have to go up and
help him"

There canme a shout fromthe direction of the caer. A hound began barking with some ferocity, and
nmore quickly took up the cry. And then we heard the nightshattering roar of the carynx.

"Well," grunbled Llew, "that has torn it!" | heard the whisper of his sword as he drewit. "W are
in for it now GCet ready."

Look!" said Bran. "Soneone is coming. It is Cynan. He is free!"
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But a nonent later | heard the sound of footsteps pounding down the hill towards us. "Run for it!"
he called as he canme nearer. "They are after ne!"”

He did not say nore, nor did he need to. For, even as he spoke, a great clanor issued fromthe
direction of the caer: dogs barking, nen shouting, weapons clattering.

"This way!" shouted Bran

A hand seized ny arm "Follow ne!" Llew said.

We ran to the river and plunged headlong into it. One way or another we floundered across and
gathered on the far side. "They will search the thickets first,"” Bran said. "If we stay on this
side we mght |lose them™

"CGo north," | said.

"Qur men are south," Rhoedd pointed out.

"Unl ess we want a battle on our hands, it would be better to |l ead them away from our nen," |
expl ai ned. "W can return by another way."

"We nust get free first,"” said Alun. "Let us go while we can!"

"Where are the stones?" asked Liew.

"They were not there," Cynan said, catching his breath. "Ml dron nust have taken themwith him"
"Are you certain?"

"Way do you think | smashed the box?" Cynan puffed.

"You smashed the box?"

"Of course," replied Cynan. "I had to nmake sure."

"Conme on!" urged Bran. "Talk later!"

Wil e the searchers beat the thickets behind us on the opposite side of the bank, we slipped into
the brushy undergrowth and pushed our way north. At first it seenmed as if we would elude them
easily, but some of the searchers came across the river where the dogs picked up the scent and
rai sed a how .

Then it was a matter of outrunning them Over rocks and under |ow trees we raced, branches

whi ppi ng our faces and snatching our sleeves and cloaks. Bran | ed the way, setting a punishing
pace, the sound of pursuit loud In our ears. Stunbling, falling, tripping over every root
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and rock, | blundered on. Liew and Garanaw ran beside ne, hauling nme upright when | fell, keeping
me on nmy feet-all but carrying me al ong.

Gradual |y, the sounds behind us dimnished as we outpaced our pursuers. Wien we canme to a fording
pl ace, Bran |l ed us back across the Mbdornn and we continued our flight on the other side. W
crossed the river twice nore for good neasure, and dawn found us far north of the stronghold. W
stopped to listen, and heard not hi ng.

"I think they have turned back," Cynan said. "W can rest now. "

But Bran would not hear of it. "Not yet," he said, and led us to a high heathered bluff rising to
the east some distance away; there we could watch the glen while we rested. W sat in the heather
or lay on the rocks and waited for strength to return.

"Well," said Llew after a while, "nust we pull it out of you? Wat happened back there?"

Cynan roused himself. "I wish you could have seen nme," he said. "I was brilliant." He called to
Rhoedd. "I was brilliant, was | not?"

"That you were, lord," Rhoedd replied. "Truly."

"Tell us your feat,
yours."

"And then," put in Drustwn, "we can |aud your achi evenent properly."

"Not that you need our help," added Enyr. "You seemnore than able yourself."
Cynan drew hinmsel f up. "Listen to this," he said, "and prepare to be amazed."
"Get on with it!" cried Llew

"Rhoedd and I went up to the caer together,"’
knows the difference, hey?"

"Yes, yes," said Alun, "we know all that. W saw you. Tell us what happened when you got inside."
"Rhoedd and | went up to the caer together," Cynan repeated firmy. "And here am |, thinking what
I might say to the gatenmen to get us inside the fortress.
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-We are wal king along and I amt hi nki ng-"

"We know this!" conplained Alim "They opened the gates and |let you in. Then what happened?"

prodded Al un Tringad, "so that we can properly appreciate this brilliance of

he began. "W wal k easy-two wayfaring warriors, who

Cynan ignored him "W are wal king along and | amthinking. | say to Rhoedd, 'You know, Rhoedd,
these nen are used to lies. | suspect they are lied to fromfirst light to |ast by Meidron and his
brood."

"A nost astute observation, Lord Cynan,' says Rhoedd to ne. 'Mbst astute."

The Ravens groaned, but Cynan ignored them and continued. "' Therefore,' say | to Rhoedd, 'I will
tell themthe truth. I will tell themexactly what has happened to Meldron, and they will be so

astoni shed they will ask us to cone in and join themat table, just so that they can hear the
tale.' So that is what | did.

"W are wal king to the gate, see, and we are close now, and they spy us. 'Halt!' they call out
fromthe wall. "Who are you? What is your business here? And so | tell them 'I am Cynan ap
Cynfarch and | have just cone from Ynys Sci. | have word of your Lord Meldron."

"What did the gateman say?" asked Garanaw. The Ravens were warming to the tale.

"What does the gatenman say?" chuckl ed Cynan, "He says, 'Qur Lord Meidron?' So | say, 'Man, are you
telling me there is another Lord Meldron in this worlds-realn?” Did | not say it just l|ike that,
Rhoedd?"

"Just like that, lord," Rhoedd affirmed. "Wrd for word."

"Well, our man has to think about it for a nonent, and then he calls for nen-to help himthink, I
i mgi ne. And we stand there bold as day, noving not so nuch as a hair. Then the gate opens and
four of themcome out to us. There is one with a great spreadi ng noustache-"

"dessi is his nanme," offered Bran

"I'"hat is true," Cynan agreed. "Qur dessi frowns nd smacks his chest and, 'What is this about

Mei dron?' ic says, and, 'Who are you anyway?' Not fettered by flanners is our man. So | tell himl
bring tidings fromus |ord and he has no other choice than to wel comre ne
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properly. 'Wat do you want?' he says.

"What do | want?' say |. 'I want a cool drink and a hot neal and a place at the hearth for ny bed-
that is what | want.' He frowns some nore-our Gessi is a powerful frowner-and he says, 'Well, if
you have cone from Mel dron, i suppose you had best cone in.' And what do we do then, Rhoedd?"

"We march in proud as you pl ease,
"Then what happened?" LI ew asked.
"Well, they fetch the cups quick enough, and we drink and talk a while. "Wiat is it like in Sci?
they ask, and so | tell them 'The weather is fne; the air is pleasant.' They say to ne, 'dad we
are to hear it. But what of Meldron?' | say to them 'Friends,' | say, 'you are fortunate indeed

Rhoedd answered brightly, relishing his part in the tale.
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to be where you are, and not where your lord is tonight.'

"How so0?' they ask

"1 tell you the truth,” | say, '"it is not good with Meldron in Sci. He has been attacked. Six of
his shi ps have been wecked and two stolen. Long he will be repairing even one of themto take him
of f that island."

"What do they say to that?" asked Niall

"What do they say? They say, 'Terrible! Mst unfortunate!' What do | say? | say to them 'Aye,
terrible it is. W escaped with our lives and cane as soon as we could.' Cynan | aughed, and the
Ravens | aughed with him "They thanked us for telling them did they not, Rhoedd?"

"That they did, Lord Cynan. That they did."

"Well, we eat our supper then, and drink sone nore-1 nake certain the cups keep nmovi ng, see-and
all the time | am watching what they do and where they go. 1 tell them | have to pee and Rhoedd
and | go outside. W walk around a little, but it is dark by this tine and | do not see very much.

But | do see a storehouse near the hall, and it has a door that is chained. When | go back, | pul
d essi aside and say, 'Meidron nust have nuch treasure to fill so |large a storehouse.'"
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"You said that?" asked Bran
"I did," declared Cynan. "And our G essi is careless in his cups; he makes bold to boast.

"Treasure!' he cries. "It is nothing |l ess than the Song Stones of Al bion. Mst rare and powerful,
they are, and nost valuable. Their forenost virtue is invincibility in battle.' He tells ne this,
and nore besides. Well, | have only to wait until they are asleep; then Rhoedd and | |eave the

hearth, slip out to the storehouse and get ourselves inside. And there is the box:

wooden it is, and bound with iron bands and chains."

"What did you do?" asked Drustwn.

"Tell him Rhoedd."

"Lord Cynan sent me to open the gate. He said, 'Rhoedd, | fear | nust nake a great noise. W nust
be ready to fly." So | went to the gate and opened it and cane to rouse you."

"l watch himfromthe door," Cynan continued. "And when he has the gate open, | take up the box.
It is heavy, yes-but | amthinking it is not as heavy as it should be. | get it up in ny arths and
| take it outside and | heave it up high and hurl it against the water trough in the yard. Ch! the
noi se! "

"And then?" Liew demanded. "What did you see?"

"I see that the box has not broken. | mnust throw it again. So up it cones and down it goes, and-
crash!-the box smashes into pieces. And here aml, on hands and knees, paw ng through the
splinters. And what do | fnd?"

"What do you find?" said Alun inpatiently. "Get on with it, man."

But Cynan was not to be rushed. "I amlooking for the Singing Stones. | amlooking, but I am not
seeing them Wat am| seeing?"

"Cynan!" cried Llew "Spit it outl"

"l am seeing sand,"” Cynan announced. "Nothing

but clay and sand fromthe river bank-that is what | am

Seei ng! The stones were not in the box. Here! See for

Yoursel f." | heard a novenent and the light patter of

Sand poured upon stone.

"This is what was in the box?" Liew asked.
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"Not hi ng el se," Cynan assured him

Ll ew took nmy hand and stretched it out, palmup. He filled my hand with a dry, gravelly substance.

| lifted it to my face, sniffed it. It snelled of wood and soil. | shook it frommnmy hand and
touched a fingertip to ny tongue: nud.

"That is ny tale," Cynan concluded. "I would that it had a better end to it, but there it is."
"Perhaps they are hidden sonewhere el se," suggested Bran

"No," | told him "We will not find the stones at Caer Mbddornn. Let us return to the ships and go
hore. "

"W cannot go back the way we cane," said Llew "W wll have to go around the caer to the west."
"All the better,"” | said. "W will spy out the |land and see how Prydain fares under Meidron's
reign."

W bent our way west, away fromthe river and, once we were out of sight of the caer, we turned
south and soon canme to a settlenment-although it was in truth no nore than a handful of m serable
mud- and-twi g huts beside the turgid trickle of a shallow stream Yet nore than seventy people
lived in the close-cluster of stinking hovels-Mrtani clansnen whose king and nobl es had been
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conquered and killed. Seventy ill-clothed and underfed wetches. In the guise of offering them
sust enance, Meldron had nmade them sl aves.

A starving dog barked as we entered the holding, alerting the inhabitants who enmerged fromthe
huts as we cane near. At the yapping of the dog, ny inner vision kindled and | saw the place we
had cone to. Hal f-naked children, barefoot and bi g-eyed, |urked behind their slunp-shoul dered
parents. Everyone wore the grim hollow | ook of people whose |ives have become a burden they can
no | onger bear

Cynan addressed the chief of the holding, a man named Ognw, who told how they were forced to work
the fields but were denied the proceeds of their labor. "Meldron takes it all,” he conpl ai ned, the
peopl e nuttering darkly behind him "He gives us the |eavings. Nothing nore."
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"Yet you can hunt in the woods," Bran pointed out. "There is no need to go hungry."

"Ch, aye, we are allowed to hunt," Ognw replied

bitterly, "but we have no spears or knives."

"Why?" asked Cynan.

"Weapons are forbidden to us," the chief nuttered.

"Have you ever tried to bring down a stag with nothing

but your two bare hands? O a wild pig?"

"W get no neat," one of the onl ookers vol unteered.

"W get only nmoul dy grain and sour curds."

A man with one eye described how the king sent warriors to seize the harvest even as it was

gat hered~ "They say we will be given all the grain we need for the asking," the man said,

scof fing. "W ask-oh, yes, we ask. But we receive spit." He spat on the ground.

"Two of our kinsmen went to the king for neat," Ognw added. "Three days later their bodies were
brought to us for burial. They told us our kinsmen had been attacked by a wild aninal."

"There was no wild aninmal," the one-eyed man said,

"only Meidron."

"Mel dron takes everything for hinmself,” a woman

told us. "He takes it all, and gives nothing back."

W left themand continued our circuit of the land. The nearer to Caer Mbdornn we cane, the closer
together the settlenments becanme. At each hol ding we saw t he Same appal | i ng hardshi p and squal or
and heard a similar tale of distress: the king's denmands, the king's desires, the king's deceits
fuelled their suffering. Meldron had turned the w de, generous Vale of Mdydonun into the Val e of

M sery. The peopl e groaned under the weight of their affliction

As we |listened to their desperate pleas, it became abundantly clear to me how Meidron had fared so
well in his dealings with the kings of Liogres. Those weaker than hinmself he attacked; the
stronger kings he wooed and won Wth |avish gifts and over-generous alliances and trade agree~~~~5
Al this, to the hurt of the people.

Even the Liwyddi, Meidron's clansnen-and ny
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ownl -did not escape the tornment of their cruel lord. LIwddi fared no better than the cattle they
herded itl wooded hills. Wth ny inward eye, | saw ny own bl kin, and | no | onger knew then

"Tell us our crine," demanded one of the rn kinsman who had served Meldryn Mawr faithfully

had endured the horror of Nudd and the privations Findargad. "Tell us what we have done to deserve
ti Qur cattle are treated better than we are-and if any dare touch them he nust answer to

Mel dron. "

A sunken-checked worman with a naked, sickly clinging to her breast stretched a hand towards

"Pl ease, lord, help us. We are dying here."

Cynan turned to Liew. "Well, will you give order, brother, or will [?"

"I will doit,"” Llewreplied, "and gladly."

Liew turned to the Ravens. "Drustwn, Enyr, Alun, he called, "bring the cattle here. They will be
sl aught

for meat. Garanaw and Niall, bring wood and prepaiv a fire." Then he told the people, "Today you
will feast until you can hold no nore."

But the people were horrified. "No!" they sni "If Meldron finds out, he will kill us!"

"Meidron will not fnd out," Cynan assured uicifl.

"He is gone and will not soon return. And when he does you can tell himthat Llew and Cynan kill ed
the cattle to spite him"

The cattle were gathered in fromthe hills; the fire~ was kindled. Three cows were sl aughtered,
and the rest of the herd was driven to the surrounding settlenents. At each place, cattle were
killed to feed the people. Though~ they wel conmed the neat, they still feared Meldron's wath, and
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that cast a shadow of gl oom over the feasting.

"W should not |inger here any |longer," Bran warned. "W have done all we can for them"

"Yet | would do nore,"” Llew said. He turned to ne. "Can we take themw th us, do you think?"

"If they will conme. But | do not think they will |eave their hovels."
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Cynan disputed this, saying, "Not |eave? If you were slave toMeidron woul d you stay even a nonent

| onger if

sonmeone of fered you freedon?"

"Offer then," | replied.

This Cynan and Llew did; they made the offer of freedomto any and all who would take it. None
woul d ioin us, however; all preferred to stay in their huts, wetched though they were-and they
were |loathly indeed. And though we argued | ong, we could not persuade themthat we would not turn
agai nst them as Meidron had done. W could not nmake them see that it was life we offered, not the
living death they knew.

Their refusal to | eave their slavery saddened ne nore than anything | had seen. My soul cried out
in grief sharp-pointed as an eneny's blade. | could have wept for their stupidity. But Meidron had
so cowed and confused themthat they could no | onger think or feel |ike human bei ngs. They did not
understand that we offered a return to freedomand dignity. How coul d they understand? These words
had ceased to have any neaning for them

We made the offer of freedomat the next small holding. Again we were rebuffed. Wthout so much as
a word, the chief led us to the top of the hill behind the settlenent where there stood a smal
cairn. W wondered at his manner, |eading us there, but our approach sent a flurry of crows
squawki ng into the air and we saw that the cairn was not stones heaped high, but a nmound of

skull's. Many had Sun-dried flesh still clinging to them and hanks of nmatted hair. The birds had
been doing their work, however, and cl ean bone gl eaned white and hard in the sun

I was spared the sight, but | did not need to see it to feel the outrage of the act. Llew
described it to me well enough, and then ~ned to the chief, "Wat happened here?" Ll ew asked
gently.

"Mel dron judged the harvest too snmall. He accused us of keeping sone back," the man expl ai ned.
"When he could not find the grain he said we had hi dden, he began nurdering the people. He left us
this, so we would not forget."
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"Man," said Cynan, "will you not come with us now?"
"And give Meldron another excuse to kill?" the man replied. "If he caught us, none would be |eft

alive this tinme."

"You will be safe with us," Bran told him

The man scoffed grimy. "There is no man safe as long as Meldron lives."

"This sickens nmy heart,"” Cynan declared. "Let us go fromhere."

Ll ew agreed reluctantly. "W can do nothing nore for them and to stay any longer will increase
the danger to ourselves.”

We | eft the LIwyddi settlenment behind and canped in the woods a short distance away from Caer
Modornn. As soon as it was daylight, we skirted the stronghold and nmade for the estuary where our
ships waited. W joined our warband where we had left them and set out for the ships. Though the
sun shone on us each day, it did not warmus or lighten our spirits; Prydain had becone bl eak and
cheerless as a fen. The know edge of Meldron's w ckedness soured our souls, so that even in bright
daylight the trail seemed dark and broodi ng.

We raised sail the monent we boarded, and left Prydain on the outfiowing tide. Sadly, we had
achieved but little of what we had set out to do. Gwenllian, Govan, Boru, and all the young of

Scat ha's school were dead. The song-bearing stones were still beyond our reach. Neverthel ess, we
had saved Scatha and Goewyn. And, truly, we had dealt Meidron a bl ow which he would not soon
forget.

That mi ght have been reason enough to rejoice. Yet it was not jubilation, but sorrow which
acconpani ed our return to Cal edon. Qur hearts were heavy-laden with the dead wei ght of msery we
had witnessed in Meidron's realm Every man anong us |anented the distress of that tornmented | and,
and every man, each in his own way, vowed to avenge it.
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In Cal edon, in the far-hidden north, the secret realmgrew. An acorn sprouting, sinking its
taproot deep, its slender wand of a trunk shooting up, branches form ng, new | eaves spreading in
glossy clusters. . . a nountain oak. That was Dinas Dw, an oak of the nopuntains; young and green
but growing strong. In far-hidden Cal edon, in Dinas Dm, we were beconm ng a people.

The toil was staggering: land cleared for crops; cattle bred for stock and rai sed for herds;

dwel lings built to house our growi ng popul ation; ore dug fromthe hills for copper and iron for
smths to craft; children taught and warriors trained; craftsmen found to adorn our lives with
beauty; chieftains raised up to | ead.

We opened the | and, adding hide to hide; we planted rye and barley and filled the storehouses-
built nore storehouses and filled those. Qur cattle grew sleek and fat on the plentiful grass of
the meadows; the herds increased. Anong the hills we dug the ore-bearing rock; we snelted copper
and iron, and even gold, for the craftsmen and smths. The city on the water grew as our builders
continually enlarged the crannogs in the |ake. Chieftains arose, |eaders who prized |loyalty and
justice; we gave themauthority and were rewarded with fealty.

Ever and always, the stormof strife runbled beyond the protection of our high ridgewall. And
trickling down fromDruim Vran, like a disnal freshet, there fl owed an Unendi ng stream of exiles.
Each battl e season brought
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nmor e refugees seeking safe haven fromthe bl ood-tenpest raging in the land. Thus we heard the
tidings of the wider world, and those tidings were not good.
I knew that Meidron must have been scouring the land for some word of us. |Indeed, sometines, with

suddenly-fired inner vision, | glinpsed, as through storm gathered clouds, the angry face of the
Great Hound hinself. | saw his hateful eyes scanning far horizons, saw the bulge of his jaw as he
set his teeth, and | knew that sonmewhere bl ood would flow and fire waste.

One day we woul d stand against himin battle. Wether that day was near or still far off, | could

not say. But | began to feel that while we stayed in our hidden glen behind the high bul wark of
Drui m Vran, we were safe. Perhaps sone power protected us here and kept us from Meldron's ever-
searching eyes. Perhaps the Swift Sure Hand covered us with the Liengel, Mathonwy's cloak of
conceal nent. Who can know? And though | continually searched through each revol ution of the year's
wheel, | saw no clearer sign

Through this time, | served as Chief of Song to our many-tribed clan. | sang often, but always on
the hall owed days. This was no hardship, but | grew uneasy as the seasons passed. For it seenmed to
me that, as the last of ny kind, my position was perilous. If sonme accident befell me, or if we
were attacked and I were cut down in battle, Al bion's great and wonderful tales would be |ost, the
vast know edge of our worlds-real mwould vanish. | cane to view nyself as a rushlight in a drafty
corner: an unchancy gust, a breath of errant wind, and the very spirit of our race would be
snuffed out and | ost evernore.

I did not like to think how much had already been lost with the destruction of the Learned

Brot herhood. T was a bard-Chief Bard of the Island of the Mghty. If the decline which | feared
could be halted and turned again to ascent, it was nmy duty to try.

It was in Gyd, when the warnth of the Sweet Season caressed the land, that | determined to

establish a school of bards. | brooded | ong over this, and then took my plan
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to Liew | met himone norning as he stood watching the gifted Garanaw i nstruct a willing handfu
of boys in spear handling.

"He is a marvel ," Liew said of Garanaw. "If only you could see him Tegid. Do you know what the
boys are calling himnow?" he asked. "Garanaw Braichir- Garanaw Long Arm Hi s spear-skill rem nds

me of Boru."

Scat ha had begun her warriors' school anew the year before. She and Bran had chosen the nost fit
and abl e of the young boys to join the school, and she and the Ravens had begun instructing them
"W will need warriors," Liew said. Although he spoke the words absently, | sawin nmy nmind s eye
the i mage of a snoke-clouded battl eground. In the darkness and snoke it seened to ne that a battle
was ragi ng which I could not see. Whether this inmage was that of a present event, or one yet to
come, | had no way of knowi ng.

"Yes, we will always need warriors," | answered,

shaking of f the imge. "But we need bards, too. Perhaps even nore than we need warriors."

"That is true." Though |I could not see him | sensed that he had turned to observe nme; | felt his
eyes on nme. "Well, brother bard, speak it out. What is on your mnind, Tegid?"

"Scat ha and Bran are training young hands to swing our swords," | told him "I nust begin training

young tongues to sing our songs. W need chieftains of battle, yes. But we need chanpi ons of song
as wel|!"
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"Cal myoursel f, brother," soothed Liew. "A schoo

for bards-is that what you want? Just say so."

"l amsaying it. And | intend to start at once. | have

wai ted too |long already."”

"That is fine. Geat."

We turned, then, and began wal king towards the | ake. There were nore huts al ong the shore now,
several craftsmen..a stonecarver, a bronze-snith and a woodworker _had established their huts anong
the first of the dwellings we had built on the shore.

"Dinas Dw," Llew said, savoring the words. "It is
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happeni ng, Tegid. Warriors, bards, craftsnen, farners-"Llew said, as we passed anong the

dwel lings. "It is happening. Dinas Dw is a realmunto itself."

"Al it lacks is a king," | pointed out. LIew nade no reply.

W wal ked a little farther and | heard the splash of oars as a boat fromthe crannog drew near to
the shore. | felt Llew s attention shift as the craft touched the shingle. | heard the scrape of

the wooden hull on the snmall stones and ny inner vision kindled with the inmage of the boat's
occupant: a worman dressed in a sinple | cose mantl e of pale yellow, the color of sweet butter
Sunlight lit her hair, tinting it with the sun's own hue. Around her neck she wore a neckl ace of
tiny gold discs, each disc bearing a frme blue stone.

"Greetings, Goewyn," | called, before she or Llew had spoken. | saw her snmile readily as her eyes
flicked quickly to LIew s face and back to mne.

"Hell o, Goewyn," Llew said, and | noted the flatness of his greeting.

"I do not think you are blind at all, Tegid Tathal," she told ne brightly as she cane to stand
before ne. "I think you do but feign blindness."
"How so?" | asked. "Why would | enploy such an absurd ruse?"

"But it is not absurd at all," she insisted. "If a man thought to be blind could see in truth, he
woul d see nore than anyone el se-for he would see how nen truly regard him Thi nking himblind, men
woul d not disguise their actions. He would see themas they are and know them for what they are.
In the end, the blind man would be the wi sest man of all."

"Shrewd indeed," | allowed. "But, alas, it is not so with ne. O that you nmay be assured."

"But | am not assured," she replied pleasantly. "G eetings, Liew, | thought to find you on the
practice field with Garanaw. "

"W have been watching him" Llew said. ~"But Garanaw needs no help from anyone-least of all a
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one- banded warrior."

H s words were curt and his tone disnissive. Goewn bade US farewell and went her way. | turned at

once to Liew. "Why are you trying to drive her away?"

"What ? Drive her away? | amnot trying to drive her away."

" She | oves you."

Ll ew | aughed, but it was not a pleasant sound. "You have been standing in the sun too long. | I|ike
Goewyn; she is a joy to behold and to be with."

"Then why do you di scourage her so?"

"Meddl i ng bard, what are you tal king about?" He said this am ably enough, but a sudden tightness
in his voice betrayed him

"Do you think she cares that one of your arns is a whit |longer than the other? It is you she

| oves, not your right hand.”

"You are tal king nonsense."

"Or is it that she was abused by Meidron's wol ves?"

"Who told you that?" he snapped.

"She did-last winter. She was a long tine healing fromthe injuries she received at Meldron's
hands. You rescued her; you saw her condition-she assuned you knew. She cane to ne and asked ne if
that was why you spuned her."

"Stop it, Tegid. You are enbarrassing yourself."

"Am | ?"

"Yes-you are."

I could feel the heat of his anger as he turned and stal ked away, bristling. H s denial had been
as flat as it Was forceful-proving that all | said was true. And the truth went deep into a
wounded place within him

I Continued on ny slow way around the | ake. On the Woded sl opes of the ridge I knew | would find
a birch grove anong the pines, which could serve as the first of nany teaching places. As |

wal ked, tapping the uneven gro~~ before me with nmy staff, | ordered the ranks of the Learned
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Brot herhood in my mind, beginning with the | owest: the Mbi nogi
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Those | chose woul d becone Cawganog and Cupanog, and | would begin to train their mnds to the
Hero Feat of nmenory which is the bard's art. Perhaps | woul d di scover one in whomthe awen al ready
glowed |i ke an enber-that would be best. Anyone who could nmaster the nental skills would becone a
Filidh, then a Brehon, then a Gwddon, and, in tine, Derwdd. From anong the Derwyddi woul d be
chosen t he Penderwddi, the Chief Bards, one for each of the three ancient real ns of Al bion. And
one day, from anong the Chief Bards of Prydain and Ll ogres and Cal edon there would arise a

Phant arch-t he Chief of Chiefs, who, in his hidden chanber, sang the Song of Al bion which upheld
this worlds-realm

The t hought caused nme to wonder: would there ever be a Phantarch agai n? Wuld the Song of Al bion
be sung again in Domhai n Dorcha? Wuld the |ife-quickening Song shine again as a light within the
Deep Dark?

| paused beside the | ake. The sun warnmed ny face and neck; the breeze fromthe water lifted ny
hair; birdcry sounded clean and clear in ny ears. In this protected place we were safe. Yet that
safety could not long endure if the words of the Banfaith's prophecy were to hold true. And her
prophecy had proven true through all things. So be it!

It was cool anmong the slimwhite birches. | stood notionless, the young branches lightly shifting
over ny head. The new | eaves fluttered Iike feathers and, in ny mnd s eye, | saw the dappl ed
Iight playing among the sl ender trunks and shifting over the thick, green grass of the copse.
Here, | thought, is where we will begin. Here, in this grove, | will once nore establish the
bardshi p of Al bion.

It was a mighty work stretching before ne, a path with a far destination. Tonorrow | woul d begin;
I woul d search out the young ones who would embark with me on the journey-through the oghans of
trees, birds, and beasts; through |ore of wood and water, of earth and air
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and stars; through all types of tales: those of the Anruth, and Nuath, and Enan, the Di ndsenchas,
and Cetals, Geat Oations; through the Bretha Nened, the Laws of Privilege and Sovereignty;
through the Four Arts of Poetry, the Bardic Laws, and the Taran Tafod, the Secret Tongue; through
all the sacred rites of our people. Perhaps | would find one in whomthe Inbas Forosnai, the Light
of Foresight, burned brightly-perhaps another O lathir.

I lingered in the grove and performed a saining rite: | cut three slender branches fromthree
birches and plaited themend-to-end into a | eafy hoop. | took the hoop and rolled it in a sunw se
circle around the perinmeter of the grove-three tinmes around the grove, and then | placed the hoop
in the center of the grove. | brought out ny pouch which contained the Nawgl an, and | poured a
portion of the Sacred Nine into the center of the birch hoop; | poured the Nawglan in the triple-
rayed shape of the Gogyrven, the Three Rays of Truth. As | did this, |I spoke the saining words:

I'n the steep path of our common calling, Be it easy or uneasy to our flesh, Be it bright or
dark for us to follow, Be it stony or snmooth beneath our feet,

Bestow, 0 Goodly-W se, your perfect guidance; Lest we fall, or into error stray.

I'n the shelter of this grove,

Be to us our portion and our guide;
Aird Righ, by authority of the Twel ve:
The Wnd of gusts and gal es,

The Thunder of storny bill ows,

The Ray of bright sunlight,

The Bear of seven battles,

The Eagl e of the high rock

The Boar of the forest,

The Sal mon of the pool

The Lake of the glen,
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The Flowering of the heathered hill
The Craft of the artisan

The Word of the poet,

The Fire of thought in the wise.

Who uphol ds the gorsedd, if not You?
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Who counts the ages of the world, ~f not You?
Who conmmands the \Weel of Heaven, if not You?
Who quickens life in the wonb, if not You?
Therefore, God of Al Virtue and Power

Sam us and shield us with your Sw ft Sure Hand,
Lead us in peace to our journey's end.

So saying, | rose and left the grove, returning to the lake. As | energed fromthe trees and
proceeded al ong the shore path, | heard a |light splash behind nme. Thinking a fish or frog had
junped, | paid the sound no attention, and continued on, tapping ny staff before nme. But as |
neared the first of the | akeside huts, | heard the sound again-a wet plunk at the water's edge.
| stopped. Turning slowy, | called out, "Cone here!"

There cane no response to ny sumons, but the sound of breathing reached ny ear. "Cone here,”
said again. "I want to talk to you."

| heard the faintly dripping pat of a bare foot on a stone. "I amwaiting," | said.

"How did you know | was there?" cane the reply. The voice was clear and confident, bold, yet not
wi t hout a pinch of respect; the speaker was a young boy.

"I will tell you that," | said, "if first you tell ne why you were foll ow ng nme. Bargain?"
"Bargain," replied ny young shadow.

"Very well."

The boy drew a deep breath, paused, and then said, "I followed you to see if you would sing."

Before | could reply, he added, "Now you nust tell."

"I knew you were behind ne, because | heard you,"
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I answered, and then turned away qui ckly and began tappi ng al ong the pebbl ed shingle.

The boy did not accept ny answer. He scanpered to ny side, protesting, "But | was very quiet!"
"Yes," | agreed, "you were very quiet. But my ears have grown very long."

"They are not so long."

"Long enough to hear a noisy boy like you."

"I am not noisy!" ny young conpani on conpl ai ned. And then, wi thout a pause to draw breath, he
asked, "Does it hurt your eyes to be blind?"

"Once-at first. Not any nore." | told him "But | amnot so blind as you night think."

"Then why do you tap all the time with your staff?" Though inpertinent, he neant no disrespect.
"Way do you ask so many questions?"

"How wi Il I fmd out anything unless | ask questions?" he denanded.

"Why do you want to hear ne sing?"

"l amnot the only one who asks so nmany questions,"” replied the boy under his breath.

I laughed, and he seenmed to enjoy the fact that he had nade ne | augh. He ski pped ahead of nme a few
paces and waited; | heard the plunk of pebbles tossed into the |ake. "Wat is your nane, boy?"

"I am Gai on Bach," he answered happily. "Like in the song."

"Which is your clan?"

"The O rixeni of Liogres. But there are not so many of us as before," Gm on said. There was pride
in his voice, but no sadness. Probably he was still too young to understand what had happened to
his clan, or what it neant.

"Hail, GmMon Bach. | am Tegid Tathal ."

"I knowyou are Chief Bard," he said. "Everyone knows you."

"Way did you want to hear ne sing?"

"I never heard a bard until | cane here,"’
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"And do you like what you hear?"

"I like the harp." "What about the songs?" "My nother sings better."

"Then maybe you should go back to your nother."

"She is not with us any nore," he muttered. "She was killed when raiders burned our stronghold."
| stopped wal king. "I amsorry, Gai on Bach. | was unwi se to speak as | did just now "

"l understand,” he replied. At the utterance of that sinple affirmation, ny inner vision kindled
and | saw a boy with curly dark hair, slight, but ninble as a thought, with big dark eyes and a

he expl ai ned

face which proclained every j fleeting thought. Eight or nine sunmers, | guessed; not nore. Yet he
was intelligent and sel f-assured; his self-confidence woul d easily accommpdate a boy twice his
age.

"Tell nme, Gwaion Bach," | said, "would you like to | earn the songs?"
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He did not answer at once, but took his time considering. "Wuld I have a harp of nmy own?"

"If you mastered the art of playing it-yes, of course. But it is very difficult and you nust try
very hard.”

"Then | will try," he answered, as if he were conferring an extravagant gift on ne.

"Who is your father? I will ask himif he will allow nme to teach you to be a bard."

"My father is Conn, but he was killed, too." His face fell as he renenbered his grief.

"Who cares for you now?"

"Cleist" he replied sinply, and wi thout further explanation. "Are you seeing nme now?"

Hi s question took ne aback. "Yes," | told him "in a way. Sonetines | see things-not with ny eyes,
but inside ny head."

He cocked his head to one side. "If you see ne, what am | holding in ny hand?"

"You are holding a silver branch,” | told him "A birch branch. You saw ne cut themin the grove
and plucked one for yourself."
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At this he squeezed shut his eyes and put his thunb

in the center of his forehead. After a nonent, he opened his eyes once nore and announced, "I
cannot see you. WIIl you teach ne how to do this?"

H's smal|l face was so earnest, so trusting, that | had to laugh again. "I will teach you better
things than that, Gm on ap Conn."

"If Ceist agrees.”

"Yes, if Cleist agrees.”

W wal ked together anbng the huts, and Gaon led nme to the house where he dwelt with severa

O rixeni kinsmen. | would ask Cleist; we would discuss the matter in the proper way. Al the sane,
I knew already that | had found nmy first Mbinog. Rather, he had found ne.
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26

Dead Water

Wasps droned in the shadowed grove, buzzing lazily in the m dday heat. Gai on and his two

conpani ons-clever lollo of the Taol entani, and shy, snmiling Daned of the Saranae-sat on their
birch |1 og, peeling the papery bark and striving to remenber the ogham of the trees. Eyelids
closed, | drowsed, listening to the sing-song recitation of ny three Mbi nogi

"Beith the birch," they said, "Luis the rowan, Nuinn the ash, Fearn the alder, Saille the wll ow,
Huath. . . the oak-"

"No. Wait. Stop." | said raising ny head. "Huath the oak? |Is that so?"

Silence for a nmonent, and then Daned ventured, "Huath is holly?"

"No, but you are closer. Think now. What is it?"

"Hawt hor n?" wonder ed bi b.

"Correct. Continue."

"Huath the hawthorn, Duir the oak," they began

"From the beginning," | instructed. "Start again."

"Agai n?" OGnion objected. "It is too hot to think. And anyway, | amsick of trees. | want to talk
about something el se.™

Another time | would have insisted they finish their recitation, but GMon was right: it was too
hot to think, too hot to nove. Since Al ban Heruin, the Hi ghest Light, the days had becone
oppressively hot. The sun poured down froma white sky like nolten nmetal froma furnace,
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withering every green thing under heaven. The air lay heavy, stale and still: not a whisper of
breeze rippled the | ake, not a leaf stirred.
"Very web!," | relented, "what would you like to

tal k about ?"

"Fish," replied Gnion.

"Very well, recite the ogham of the fish,"

suggest ed.

"Pl ease, Penderwydd," blb said, "nust we?"

| paused to consider, and Gni on saw his chance. "I
want to know about the sal non,” he said quickly.
Sensing a trap, | said, "Yes?"

"Well," he replied seriously, "why are there no
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sal nron in our |ake?"

"But you know the answer to that," | said. "O
shoul d know. "

"They are sea fish," offered Daned.

"Yes."
"But we had salnon in our river in Lbogres," Gaon persisted. "And we were far fromthe sea."
"blb," | said, "what is the principal difference

between the river and the sea?"

"Rivers and streans are sweet water; the sea is salty."
He thought for a nonent. "How is it then that salnon is
found in a river?"

"How i ndeed?"

Gni on sensed the di scussion going astray. He tried to
steer it back on course. "But why are there no salnon in
our | ake?"

"Qur | ake does not join a river," bolbo explained, "so

t he sal non cannot get in."

"There is ariver," GMon insisted. "It is on the other

side of DruimVran. And it goes under the hill and cones

into the |ake."

"lI's this so, Penderwydd?" Daned wanted to know.

"It is so," I told him

"I will show him" Gnion offered, junping up-a little too readily, | thought. "Shall I,
Pender wydd?"

| hesitated. Gaion held his breath. Sitting on ny turf
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mound, staff across ny knees, | renenbered another hot, |azy day in another green-shadowed grove-a

day when | sat on such a log, stupid with torpor, struggling to recall sone elusive scrap of a
fact, desperate for sleep and for Alathir's approval

"Ch, very well," | relented. "Let us discover the answer to this riddle. To the |ake! Lead the
way, OGwi on!"

Gni on | eaped ahead. "I hear and obey, Wse One."

"Then go!" They charged fromthe grove in a rush and raced down the path to the | ake. The birch

| eaves were still quivering to their cries of wild relief when I heard the running footsteps of
one returning. Two heartbeats later | felt two slimarns snake round nmy wai st and a sweaty head
press against nmy stomach. Gaion did not say a word, but his hug was el oquence itself. | ran ny
fingers through his sweat-danp hair, and he darted away agai n.

Taking up ny staff, | made ny way down the well-travelled slope fromthe grove to the |ake. |
paused for a noment on the trail to stand in the harsh sunlight: | could feel it like a flame on
my face and arns. The heat drained both strength and will alike; it seened a nbst unnatural thing.
As | stood contenplating, | heard a shout fromthe | ake and an answering splash as one of ny boys
plunged into the water. My inner vision flared at the sound, and | beheld the i mage of another
young face-fenale, this one, gaunt with hunger, and pale with exhausti on beneath the dirt and
sweat, but straight-browed, clear eyes alight with fierce deternination. | knew the face; | had
seen it before..

"Penderwydd! " shouted Gaion. "Come swimriing with us!"”

I made my way to the | akeshore and sat down on the rocks. | renoved ny siarc and buskins, and
stood. The cool water on ny hot feet soothed me wonderfully. Gaion saw me standing to ny ankles in
the water and loudly urged ne to cone in.

Way not? | shed ny breecs and waded in. The water
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was a nercy. | sank to nmy neck, feeling the round stones |like cool |unps beneath nme. "Here! Over
here, Wse Master," nmy Mabinogi cried.

| dived under the water and swamto the sound of their voices. Soon we were sporting in the water
our voices ringing in the still, dead air. In noments, our cries were answered by others-wild,
exuberant, happy: the shouts of the boy warriors as they ran to the cool water. Garanaw, follow ng
our exanple, was allowi ng his noisy brood a swim

We noved further fromthe shore to allow roomfor the warrior-Mabinogi. "It is cooler here!"
shout ed bol | o.

"Watch this!" Gaion call ed.

| heard a splash as he dived. A nmonent |ater he surfaced again, spitting water in a high arc. "It
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is cold down there," he reported.
"I can stay under longer than that!" declared Daned, and the chall enge was taken up by the others.
Al three began diving to the bottomof the | ake where they clung to the stones to keep from
bobbing to the surface too soon. This went on for sone tine, and | contented nyself with floating
idly on the surface until Gaion's shout brought ne back to their gane.
"Penderwydd! | have found sonething! Penderwdd!"
I swamto the sound of his voice. "Wat is it, Gmon?"
"Here," he said. The water was not too deep for ne, so | stood, and he placed a netal object in my
hands. "I thought it was a stone,"” he said.
| turned the object in nmy hands, feeling the sides and rim bollo and Daned swam cl ose. "A bow !"
bol | 0 sai d.

where did you find that?
"In the water," Gavon told him "Down there."

"Lord Liew found a cauldron in the | ake when we first came here," | told them

"How did it get there?" Daned wanted to know.

"There have been people in this region before," | answered. | felt the patterned sides of the
bow , slick
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on one side where the water noss had grown |ike otter's fur

"I amgoing to fnd one too!" lollo announced.

The diving began in earnest then. And | thought they would drown thenselves trying to outdo one
anot her in finding another treasure. | thought it unlikely that anything of great value would be
found, and indeed, nothing was found at all until- "Penderwydd!" shouted blb. "Here! |'ve found

sonmething-and it is silver!™

He splashed his way to ne and | held out ny hands. "Wat is it?" he wanted to know.

"You can see it, at least. Can you not tell?"

He put the object into my hand. My fingers played over the odd shape: small and flat, the neta
snmoot h, al though there seenmed to be some scratches or an incised design on the surface.

"It looks like a fish," GuMon volunteered. "But it is flat and there is no tail or fins."

"There is witing," added Daned. "Here." | felt a snmall hand take ny frnger and press it down on
t he shape.

"Do you not know what this is?" | asked. "Have you never seen one?"

"It looks like a leaf," said GmM on

"It is aleaf,” | replied.

"Made of silver?" bollo said. "Then it is very valuable."

"Yes, and nore," | said. "It is an offering made to the god of this place: a birch | eaf made of

silver to honor the lord of the grove.”
The di scovery of the silver leaf-offering spurred themon with renewed vigor, and it was not |ong

before the young warriors had heard about the find and joined in the hunt. | left themto it and
retreated to the shore. | clinbed fromthe [ake and lay down on the rocks to let the sun dry ne.
"Tegid! There you are at last!"

"Yes, Drustwn, here | am" | sat up slowy.

"Llew sent ne to bring you," the dusky Raven said.
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| heard the stirring of anxiety in his tone and asked, "Wat has happened?"

"Arider has cone fromDun Cruach. Liew asked ne to find you. Bran and Cal bha are with him"

"W will go nore quickly if you bead ne," | said, already pulling on my clothes. | dressed and
took up ny staff. Drustwn | ed ne al ong the | akeside, handed ne into a boat and, with a heave of
his broad shoul ders, pushed the craft away fromthe shingle. In the same notion, he leapt into the
boat and, taking up the oar, began to propel us across the water towards the crannog.

Qur floating city had grown, keeping pace with our increasing nunbers. The crannog now resenbl ed
an island with shrubs and trees anong the tight-clustered dwellings; berry thickets lined the
earth rampart outside the surrounding tinber wall. A gaggle of young girls were fishing fromthe
edge of the landing; | heard the splash as they dangled their feet in the water. Their happy
chatter fell on the ear |ike birdsong.

Drustwn scranbled fromthe boat as it touched the landing. | felt his hand upon ny armas | rose,
and he did not release me until ny feet were firmy on the rough planks. W hastened through the
open gates into the first of nmany interconnecting yards, through that to another, and another
beyond, to where the hall stood on its raised platformof earth and stone.
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I snelled the scent of stale snoke as we passed through the open doors, and heard the soft nunble
of voices at the far end of the hall where Llew and the others had gat hered.

The rider, whoever he was, snelled of horse and sweat. He gulped at the ale in his cup, guzzling

it down as only a very thirsty man can. Llew touched ny shoulder with the stunp of his right arm
as | cane to stand beside himthat touch had beconme his habitual gesture. Wen there were others

in council with him he wanted nme at his side. And he al ways brushed my shoulder-as if to assure

the blind man of his place.
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But it was nore to assure hinself, | think.
"Ah, here is Tegid now," Liew said. "I amsorry to intrude on your teaching, but | thought you

woul d want to hear this."

"Greetings, Tegid," said the nessenger

"Greetings, Rhoedd," | answered, recognizing the voice at once. "You have ridden hard. Your
message nmust hol d some urgency."

"Drain ~rour cup," Liewtold him "and then you can tell us."

Rhoedd swal | owed the | ast of the welcone cup and drew a deep breath. "Ah, thank you, Lord LIew.
Never have | tasted a better draught, nor needed one nore."

At these words | sawwithin ny mind a rush-fringed pool, still-unnaturally so. It lay glinmering
darkly beneath a hazy sun; no breath of wi nd touched the turgid surface, no bird stirred anong the
dry rush | eaves. Dead water, lifeless and silent. As | gazed upon the vision given me, | saw the
rotting skel eton of a sheep sinking into the mre at the water's edge of this dead pool

"Fill his cup again,"” | instructed. "He has had nothing to drink for three days."

"I's this so?" asked LI ew.

"Yes, lord, it is so," Rhoedd said, and | heard the splash of ale in his offered cup. "I had water

enough for only two days."

Rhoedd drank again, gratefully. W waited while he gul ped down the sweet, brown liquid. "Again, I
t hank you," Rhoedd sai d when he had drunk his fill. "I amcome from Cynan, who sends his
greetings.”

"H s greetings?" Bran wonder ed.

"Man, you have ridden the hooves off your horse to bring greetings from Cynan Machae?" Cal bha
asked bluntly.

"Greetings," Rhoedd replied stiffly, "and a warning. The warning is this: protect your water."
Surprised by Rhoedd's words, it was a nonent
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before the others could speak. But | had seen the vision of the dead pool. "Poison," | said.
"That is the truth of it," Rhoedd said. "Qur water has been poisoned. It is tainted and any who
drink it becone sick. Sone have died."

"Poi soned water," Cal bha synpathi zed, his voice grave. "It is a cruel thing."
"Where el se has this happened?” Liew asked.
"In all the Galanae holdings it is the sane," Rhoedd said. "It is not known how far the corruption

has spread-that is why | did not stop to drink on ny way here."
"But our water is good," Drustwn said. "Could you not see that?"

"I will tell you what | have seen," Rhoedd replied. "I have seen the babies withing as they die;
and | have seen their nothers wailing in the night. | have seen strong nmen | ose control of their
bowel s and collapse in their own filth; and I have seen children made blind with fever. That is
what | have seen. The taint has spread far-b did not know how far. | dared not trust the water
found al ong the way."

"Well, you may drink your fill without fear," Bran told him "There is no taint here."

"What is to be done?" asked Llew. "Wat aid can we give to Dun Cruach? Can we bring water?"
"King Cynfarch asks no aid," Rhoedd said. "He only thought to alert you to the danger."

"All the sanme," Llew said, "we will go to him And we will bring with us as nuch water as we can
carry."

"We cannot carry much," Bran pointed out.

"W can take enough to allow themto travel here," said Liew "W wll |eave as soon as vats can

be prepared.”

Al t hough | counsell ed otherwi se, it was deci ded that we should carry water to Dun Cruach and bring
the people to Dinas Dim. The decision did not sit well with me. | did not begrudge Cynan the water-
far fromit! Nor did | object to Llew s desire to help. But the
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t hought of |eaving Dinas DM nade ne uneasy and anxi ous.
LI ew wanted to know why | felt this way. "I do not think it wise for us to | eave Dinas Dw," was
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all | could tell him

The next two days the wagons were prepared which would carry the water, and the vessels filled.
The night before we were to set forth frombD nas Dw, | waited until Liew had quitted the hall and
then went to his lodgings. "W nust not ride out tonorrow," | told himas | entered. "It is not
safe to | eave Druim Vran at this tinme.'

"Wl cone, Tegid. What is on your nind?"

"Did you hear what | said?"

"I heard you. And | have been expecting you all day." | heard the soft tread of his feet on the
stones as he noved to the table across the room There he took up a jar, for |I heard the |ight

spl ash of liquid as he poured the cups. He turned to nme, and | felt the brushing touch of his
stunmp agai nst ny hand. "Here," he said, "sit down and talk to ne."

He lowered hinself to a calfskin on the floor and | sat down facing him placing nmy staff at ny
feet. Llew took up his cup. "Sldinte!" he said.

"Sidinte mdr," | replied, raising ny cup. He touched the rimof his cup to mne and we drank. The
ale was warm and stale; it tasted sour in nmy nouth.

"Now then, what is troubling you?" he asked after a nonent. "You have begun your school for bards
You have said that we are safe here; the glen is secure.”

"The glen is secure. No harmcan befall us here," | replied. "That is why we nust not |eave this
pl ace."

"I do not understand, Tegid. W sailed to Ynys Sci, and even rode into Meldron's stronghol d. You
sai d not hi ng about staying here then. Correct me if | amwong, but you urged us to action."
"That was different."

"How?" he demanded. "How is it different? I want to know "

| felt nmy stonach tightening. How could | explain to
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himthat which | could not explain to nyself? | said, "W took Ml dron unawares. That will not
happen again."

"That is no reason."”

"Mel dron nust know we are hi dden somewhere in Cal edon. He is searching for us even now. If we

| eave, he will find us and we are not yet strong enough to face himin battle."

"You surprise nme, Tegid. W are only taking water to Dun Cruach, not riding to challenge Ml dron
face-to-face. Anyway, it is the least we can do for themafter all Cynan and his father have done
for us."

"l do not question our debt to Lord Cynfarch and his son. You are right to feel the way you do.
But we cannot |eave the valley now "
"But now is when they need the water,'
next Lugnasadh or whenever."

"I'f we [eave Dinas Dw, there will be trouble,” | told himflatly.

"Trouble,” he said slowy. "What sort of trouble?"

"l cannot say," | admitted. "D saster."”

"Di saster," he repeated. "Have you seen this disaster?"

"No," | confessed. "But | feel it in ny bones."

"It is too hot to argue about this, Tegid," he said, and ny inward eye awakened at the words.

| saw dust billowing in dun-colored clouds froma parched | and, borne aloft on wild wi nds. The sun
did not shine, but hung in a brown sky with a dimyellow pallor. And no living thing did | see in
the sky or on the ground. The words of the Banfaith's prophecy cane to ne. "The Dust of the
Ancients will rise on the clouds;" | intoned softly, "the essence of Albion is scattered and torn
among cont endi ng w nds."

Ll ew was silent for a nonent. "Meani ng?" he asked at |ast.

Llew insisted, gently, but with growing agitation. "Now not

"Meidron's reign is defiled,”" | told Llew, "his desecration has begun to corrupt the land itself.
H s unrighteous kingship is the abom nation which wal ks the
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| and, poisoning it, killing it. And worse is to follow "

He was silent again. | took up nmy cup, drank, and then replaced it on the floor

"In the Day of Strife, root and branch shall change pl aces, and the newness of the thing shal
pass for a wonder," | recited.

"Wl l? Enlighten me," he said wearily.
"Root and branch have changed pl aces, you see? In Meldron, king and ki ngship have changed pl aces."

"I amsorry, Tegid-it is late; | amtired-I do not understand."
"The words of the prophecy-"
"I know, | know, the prophecy-yes. Wat does it nean?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (114 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:49 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

"Sovereignty, Liew Meldron has seized the power that only the bards hold. He nade hinself king
and now cl ai ns sovereignty. He has reversed the order."

"And this has poisoned the water?" Llew asked, straining to understand. "Actually poisoned it?"
"So | believe. How |l ong do you think such brazen evil can reign in this worlds-real mw thout

poi soning the very land itself?" | said. "The land is alive. It draws its |life fromthe people who
work it, just as they draw their life fromthe king. If corruption taints the king, the people
suffer-yes, and eventually, the land will suffer as well. That is the way of it."

"This is Sinon's doing," he said, using Siawn Hy's forner name. "All of this has come about
through him It was Sinon who told Meldron that kingship could be taken by force. And Albion is
dyi ng because of it."

He did not wait for me to reply. "If! had done what | cane here to do, none of this would have
happened. "

"It is pointless to talk this way," | told him "W do only what we know to do, we do what we
can."

"All the nore reason to help Cynan now," he retorted.

There was no changing his mnd. | had said what | cane to say, and it had not noved him "Very
wel |, " |
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said. "W will go. W will take water to Dun Cruach, and we will brave the consequences."
"\What ever you say, brother," Liew agreed am ably. "Wat about your WMabi nogi ?"

"Goewyn will ook after them™

"Then it is settled. W | eave at dawn.”

We parted and | left himto his rest. | was too angry and overwought to sleep that night; and the
air was too still and warm
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27

The G ant's Stone

I held vigil in ny grove, sitting naked on nmy turf nound, feeling the heat of the night on ny skin-
listening to the unnatural stillness, seeking with ny inner sight that which | once night have
sought in the Seeing Bowl. | searched the many-shadowed pat hways of the future for the source of
my foreboding. My inward eye brought forth many i mages-all of them desol ate and di shearteni ng:
starving children with wasted |inbs and protruding bellies, bloated cattle |ying dead in poi soned
streans, silent settlenents, w thered crops, crows holding court upon the glean ng ribcages of the
hapl ess dead. .

It seened to nme that oppression lay like a stifling hide upon the |and, thick, heavy, dense and
vast: a rotting hide, putrid with decay, suffocating all beneath it.

| rose heavy-hearted, pulled on ny clothes and wal ked down the pathway to the | akesi de where the
horses and wagons were ready and waiting our departure. Goewyn was anong the few gathered to see
us away.

"Farewel |, Tegid. Worry for nothing while you are gone-1 will care for the Mabinogi," she said,
graspi ng ny hands. Her hands were warm as they pressed mnine

"Thank you, Goewyn."

"You are troubled. What is the matter?" She did not release my hands, but held themnore tightly.
"What have you seen?"

"Nothing... |I do not knownothing good,” | told her. "If it were left to ne, we would not |eave
here at all."
288

She | eaned close and | felt her warm breath on nmy cheek as she kissed nme. "May you journey in
peace and return to us in safety,"” she said.

LI ew and Bran approached just then, leading their horses. Goewyn bade themfarewell, and, as Llew
made no kindly remark, she departed.

"You and Alun |lead the wagons," Liew said, turning to Bran. "I will ride behind with Tegid and
Rhoedd and the others."

W nmounted our horses and the signal was given. | heard the creak and grate of wooden wheels on

the shingle as the wagons began trundling slowy along the | akeshore towards the ridge. W waited
until the last cart passed before taking our places at the end.

In all, there were six high-sided wains filled with skins and vats of fresh water acconpani ed by
ten warriors, led by Bran and two Ravens. The rest of our Ravenflight were to stay behind and
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guard Di nas Dwm under the comand of Cal bha and Scat ha.

Though the sun was newmy risen, the air was already hot. W followed the groaning wagons up the

sl ope of Druim Vran, then carefully, and with great difficulty, down the steep face of the
ridgewall. By the tinme we reached the glen on the other side we were all sweating and exhausted,
and the journey had only begun.

W followed the river as it bent east and south. Qur two Ravens, Am Tringad and Drustwn, rode well
ahead to scout the way | est we encounter any of Meldron's spies. W net no one, however. Neither
did we see any sign that Meidron's blight had yet invaded northern Cal edon. The rivers and springs
ran clean and pure; the | akes appeared fresh. Even so, owi ng to Rhoedd's warning, we drank nothing
fromany source al ong the way.

The first two days of our journey, | renmained alert to every sound and every scent-searching, |
think, for sonme sign, however faint, of the dooml| felt |oonming nearer with every step away from
Dinas Diw. Still we
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journeyed on without hindrance, yet ny fears renmained as acute as ever.

After three days, we left the riverway and joined Sam Cathmail, the old high track which joins the
dark northern forests with the heathered hill-lands of the south. Qur scouts ranged further ahead
as the | and opened; and, though they proceeded with all caution, they saw no one. Thus we
travel l ed on-and ny foreboding grew.

And then, at nidday on the fourth day, we canme in sight of the way-stone which marks Sarn Cat hnmai
at its md-point. Carreg Caww, the Gant's Stone, is an enornous bl ue-black slab which towers
three tines man-hei ght over the rai sed stone-paved trackway. Like other such stones, it is carved
wi th sai ning synbols which guard the road and those who travel upon it.

"One day nore, | think," Llew said. "W are doing well despite the heat. It is very dry here-the
grass is brown."

As he spoke, ny inner vision kindled and | saw the | ong, slate-colored road stretching before us
across a grassy plain surrounded by low hills under a white, barren sky. | saw the | oaded wagons

I urching and bunpi ng over the track and, rising above, Carreg Caw, black in strong sunlight.

The scouts had passed the G ant's Stone and had ridden on ahead. |ndeed, there was nothing to
prevent them Bran and the warriors passed by, and then, one by one, the wagons reached the stone
and runmbl ed on. But, as | neared the stone, the forebodi ng which had ridden with me since before
our beginning grew to a pal pabl e di sconfort of dread.

Drawi ng near to the stone, | reined ny horse to a halt. Llewtravelled on a few paces and stopped,
al nost directly beneath the great hul king stone. He gazed at it, tracing the ancient synbols with
his eyes. "The synbols," he called back to ne. "Can you read then®"

"I can," | replied curtly. "They are tokens of protection. They hallow the sam"
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"I know that," he said testily, "I nean, what do

t hey say?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, he turned in the saddle, lifted the reins, and urged his horse
forward once nore. | sat for a nonent, listening. | heard only the wind fitfully wi nnowi ng the

I ong grass of the snmooth hills and, far-off, the shriek of a hawk. And then | heard Liew cry out.
Hi s shout was nore surprise than pain. | glinpsed a shadow flicker behind the Gant's Stone as

Llew whirled in the saddl e. "What was that? Did you hear anything?"

"Something hit ne just now It felt like a rock-right in the back. |I could have-"

"Shh! Listen!"

Ll ew | apsed into silence and | heard a slight scratching sound conming fromthe Gant's Stone. Then
I heard a dull clink-as of the links of an iron chain; and then.. .nothing.

"There is sonmeone lurking behind the Gant's Stone," | told Liew, who arrmed hinmself instantly,

drawi ng his spear from beneath his saddl e.

He turned his nount towards the stone. "Cone out,'
out at once."

We waited. No answer cane. Llew nmade to speak again, but | restrained himwith a wave of ny hand.
"Hear me," | called towards the stone. "It is the Chief Bard of Al bion who speaks to you now. |
dermand t hat you show yourself at once. You will not be harmed."

A nonent passed in silence. Then | heard the soft, slow, stealthy tread of someone noving in the
Il ong, dry grass at the base of the Gant's Stone.

A slight figure appeared, wearing the renmains of a ragged siarc and a green cl oak. And beside the
myst eri ous person wal ked an enornous, slate-grey hound with a distinctive streak of white across
the shoul der. | knew who it was, even before Ll ew shouted:

he called. "W know you are hiding there. Cone
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"Ffand! "
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He vaulted fromthe saddle and ran to the ragged girl. The dog barked and was silenced with a
sinmple, "Twrch!"

"Ffand!" cried Llew. "Ah, brave Ffand!" He caught her up in an enbrace that lifted her off her
feet. She | aughed as he kissed her on a dirty cheek. "Wat are you doing here-way out here al one?"
he asked, releasing her

"But | amnot alone,” Ffand replied. "Twch is with nme.'
even to her hinp.

"Twrch!" Llew reached his good hand towards the dog.
Twrch stretched his neck and sniffed Llew s hand. Did he recognize the scent of his old master?
Yes, indeed; for the great beast began barking and i mredi ately | eaped up-placing a huge paw on
each of Llew s shoul ders- and then proceeded to lick his face. Llew held the dog's head with his
good hand, stroking the animal's neck with his stunp, and Twrch licked that, too. "Quiet! Quiet,
Twch!" Ll ew gazed at Ffand. "Wat are you doi ng here?" he asked again. "How did you get here?"

"I have been | ooking for you," Ffand said.

"Looki ng for me?" wondered Llew, benused.

"They say that Llew raises a kingdomin the north. And Meidron searches the north. So | have cone
north to find you," Ffand expl ai ned.

"Very sensible," Llew assured her

"You said you would conme for the dog," Ffand told himcrossly. "You came, but you did not wait for
us." Her tone accused him and then instantly relented. "So we decided to cone to you."

"Wait for you? What do you nean?"

"When you cane to Caer Mdornn."

I dismounted and wal ked to where they stood. "It is true that we cane to Caer Mddornn, but we did
not see you, Ffand."

"You forgot about ne," she said indignhantly.

She patted the dog's back, which cane

"Yes," Llew admitted. "I amsorry. If | had known you were waiting for us, we would never have
| eft without you."
292

"And | would not have to throw rocks at you," she said, and ny inner sight flared with the imge
of a fme young womman with | ong brown hair and | arge brown eyes; her skin was lightly tinted from
the sun. She had obviously travelled a very great distance, yet she appeared healthy and strong,
if alittle tattered and thin.

She had grown in the tine since | had | ast seen her, although she still had rmuch of the child
about her. Lithe in her novenents and manner, she seened as wily as a creature of the wood.

I ndeed, she told us how she had been living in the years since she had rescued us.

There was never enough food, so she and Twch had taken to the woods to fend for thensel ves. They
spent nmost of the time hunting, bringing back whatever they could catch to share with the hol di ng.
"Even a hare or a squirrel,"” she said. "It was the only nmeat we could get."

"Ffand," said Liew, "you are a wonder. Are you hungry?"

"More thirsty than hungry," she replied. "The water is bad hereabouts."

I returned to ny nount, and the food bag tied behind nmy saddle. | brought out a portion of hard
cheese and sonme of the snmall barley | oaves we carried. These were accepted gratefully. Then | gave
her my water skin, which she all but drained before offering the rest to Twch; the dog drank what
was left, and then licked the skin

Ffand broke one of the | oaves and began to eat at once. As | suspected, she was ravenous. The dog
sat beside her, licking its chops but not otherw se conpl ai ni ng.

"I do not wonder that Meldron fears you so nuch," she said, breaking a loaf in half and stuffng it
i nto her nouth.

"How do you know that Meldron fears us?" | asked.

"Ever since you canme to Caer Mddomm," she said, chew ng happily, "Ml dron has been searching for
you. There is no one in all Al bion who has not been questioned by Meldron's WIf Pack: Were is
the cripple Llew? Wiere is blind Tegi d?" She swall owed and said, "He has vowed to destroy you. He
has said that anyone who
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fmds you will be granted | ands and weal t h-nuch weal t h. "

"So," said Llew, "you have cone |ooking for nme."

Ffand took his jest seriously. "Not for him Never for Meldron!" she gasped, suddenly horrified
that he should think that of her. "I cane to warn you and to bring Twch. He is a good dog-|

trai ned himnysel f-and every king should have a good dog."
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"And | thank you, Ffand," Liewreplied warmy. "I could use a good dog-even though I am no | onger
a king. It seens that once again, | amin your debt."
The | ast of the wagons had di sappeared over a rise of hill. "W nust go now," | said. |I turned ny

head and cast ny inward eye towards the way-stone. "W should not |inger here any |onger."

"Tegid is right, we should rejoin the others."

"Cone, Ffand, you can ride with ne until we reach the wagons." | wal ked to ny horse, swung nyself
into the saddle, and |l et down ny hand for her

She | ooked up at me curiously and bit her lip. "Can you see ne?" she wondered.

"Yes," | answered without explaining, "so stop gawkng and give nme your arm"

I pulled her up behind me on the horse; Llew renpbunted, and we continued on our way. Twrch trotted
al ong between us, first beside Llew, and then beside Ffand and nme-as if he would happily divide
his presence between two nasters.

Before my inward vision darkened once nore, | glinpsed the great hound, head lifted high to scent
the wind, long I egs |oping gracefully along beside Llew as if he had al ways enjoyed the easy

pl easure of a noble position

Then the i mage faded and darkness reclainmed nmy sight. | was left to nuse on the meani ng of what
had taken place. Ffand's appearance was no threat to us, certainly. Al the sane, ny feelings of
dread were equally certain-and i ndeed, had not abated. | still felt deep foreboding in ny bones.
The G ant's Stone still |ooned
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over the trackway, a dark, brooding bul k, but we passed by unharned.
It seened tone then that | felt a peculiar pulse in nmy stomach and chest. And then the sound
reached ne:

sonet hi ng heavy noving, slowy, ponderously-the sound of large nillstones grinding. | pulled on
the reins and turned my nount on the road.

"Ffand," | said urgently. "Look at the way-stone- the Gant's Stone-look at it and tell nme what is
happeni ng. What do you see?"

"l do not-"

"Quickly, girl! Tell me what you see!"
My shouting alerted Llew, who halted and called back to nme. "What is it, Tegid?"

"I see the stone," Ffand told nme. "I see nothing else. It is just.. ." She paused. "Wat was

t hat ?"

"Did you see sonet hi ng?”

"No, | felt sonething-here in ny stomach.™

The horse grew skittish; it whinnied and stepped sideways. "Keep your eyes on the stone," | told
her. "Do not |ook away. Tell ne all you see."

"Well," she began once nore, "it is just there. As | said, it is-" She gasped. "Look!"

"What ? Ffand! Tell nme what is happening!"
"Tegid!" Llew shouted, and | heard the sharp clatter and chop of iron-clad hooves on stone as his
horse shied and reared.

My horse tossed its head and neighed in fright. I wound the rein around ny hand and held it taut.
Ffand gripped tight to nmy cl oak
"Speak, girl!"

Llew clattered to a halt beside us. "The stone is noving,
slowy. And the ground around it is splitting."

I heard a sound like that of a tree stunp groaning as it 18 uprooted . . . and then silence. "Wat
else? Is there

he said. "Trenbling, or vibrating very

anyt hi ng el se?"

"No," replied Llew after a nonent. "It has stopped now. "
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| heard anot her deep runble and realized that the sound was coning from Twch; the dog grow ed
softly, a note of nenace lowin his throat. "Quiet, Twch," Ffand scol ded.

| heard the keen of a bird.. . no, a whistle-it was a signal; soneone was signalling with a
whistle...

Twrch barked. | heard a scrabble of claws on the paving stones, and Ffand shouted, "Twch! Come
back! "

"Tell me what is happening!" | cried. "I cannot see it!"

"The dog," Liew said. "Twch is running towards the stone. | do not see-"

"Look!" cried Ffand. | could feel her slender body trenbling with excitenent. "There is sonething.
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"Tell ne! Tell ne!"

Li ew answered. "It is an animal. A fox, | think. No, its legs are too short and its head is too
bi g. Maybe a badger. " He paused. "No, it is too far away-1 cannot quite see what it is. But it
has come out fromthe base of the stone.”

Twrch barked again. The sound was further away.

"Now t he animal has seen Twrch. It is running away."

"Whi ch way?"

"It is running at an angle to us away fromthe stone. Twch is chasing it. He is going to catch it-

"Twrch!" Ffand screaned from her place behind ne. "No!"

She hooked an arm around nmy wai st, bent sideways, and slipped off the horse. | heard her buskins
sl ap the paving stones as she raced after the dog, shouting, "Twch! Stop! Cone back!"
In the middle distance, | heard Twrch bay as he closed on the animal. | heard a snarling grow as

the other beast turned to defend itself. The snarl becanme a frightened yel p-abruptly cut off. Even
at a distance | heard the snap of its neck as the great hound seized the hapl ess creature and
shook the life fromit.

"Well," Liew said, "that is that. Watever it was,
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Twch killed it. Cone, we will see what it was."

We | eft the sam and rode a short way out onto the turfy plain to the place where Ffand stood
hol di ng the straining hound by his chain-link collar. Twch barked eagerly as we di snmount ed,

pl eased with his Kkill

"No." Liew groaned. "OCh, please, no.

"What is it?" asked Ffand, her voice rising on a puzzlied note. | could tell she was staring at the
dead thing lying in the grass before her and was mystified by what she saw

"Do you know this creature, Liew?" | asked.

"It is a dog-a kind of dog," he answered, in a tone of misgiving and regret.
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DynDyt hi

"A dog? Are you sure?" asked Ffand

"A corgi, | think."

At his utterance of the odd werd, ny inner vision flickered to life with the inage of a arange,
short-1egged creature with a dense coat of nottled red, yellow, and brown. It had a big head with
fox-Lke ears, and a short nuzzle; its body was thick, stout ath tailless. A curious beast, it
appear ed hal f-fox and hal f-badger, but with the grace and virtue of neither.

The i mage faded, but not bthre | had glinpsed Liew s anxious gl ance towards the G ant's Stone.

"I think we should go," he said uneasily.

Even as we were clinbing intci our saddles once nore, we heard the holl ow grindhg of the trenbling
stone and felt the deep earth-pulse in our entrails. The ground shivered beneath ny feet. The
horses whinnied. | held tightly to the reins to control the animal as the uncanny sound grew

| ouder, and the deep, rhythnic throbbing grew stronger

Twrch growl ed and ran toward; the Gant's Stone. Ffand shouted, and dashed after hin. And Liew, in
the saddl e now, | ashed his nmount foiward to catch her, shouting, "Ffand! VWait!"

My nount reared beneath me | pulled his head down hard to keep him from bucki ng and bol ting.

The deep trenbling stopped.

"Hold him Ffand!" shouted LI cw.
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My inner eye remmined dark, and | cursed ny |ack of sight. "What is happening?" | cried, follow ng
him "Tell mel™”

"A hol e-a passage has opened beneath the stone,
now, but | think it was a person."

He di smounted and thrust the reins into nmy hands. "Hold these!" he said. "Twch will tear himto

be told ne. "I saw sonething nmoving. It is gone

pi eces.”
Before | could reply, Twch began barking wildly again. Ffand shouted, scolding him But the dog
did not heed her. In alnpbst the sane instant, | heard a shout fromthe direction of the stone-a

human voi ce, that of a man. The voice called again, speaking a word | did not know.
Ll ew shouted at Twrch to quiet him "Hold him Ffand!" he commanded. "Watever happens, do not |et
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hi mgo. "

| heard another shout in the odd tongue, and an answering call. Llew shouted sonmething | did not
understand. And then-"Tegid, get down!" he shouted.

In the same instant, the air convulsed with quick thunder. | felt the pressure of the sound on ny

skin. Sonething flew past ny ear, whizzing as it went.

"Twrch!" Llew shouted. "No!"

The sharp thunder cracked again. Ffand shrieked. Twch's grow becanme brutal and fierce, a |ethal
war ni ng. Ll ew shouted to stop him

"Twch!" Liewcried, his voice tight, frantic. "Twch, no! Stop him Ffand!"

A third thunderclap shattered the air. | heard a nman scream

And then | heard Twch growing and LI ew shouting. | ran towards the sound. "Llew"

"Twrch!" Liew bel | oned.

"Liew What is happening?"

My ears buzzed and ny head ached fromthe sound. | snelled sour snoke in the air. Llew was yelling
at Twch to stop. Then all went very still and quiet. Twch growl ed softly, as if gnawing a bone
LI ew nurnmured sonething that sounded like, "He has done it."
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I moved quickly to where Liew stood. "What has happened?"

"It is a man, a stranger-Dyn Dythr," he said, indicating that the stranger was fromhis own worl d.
"He had a gun-a weapon."

"A weapon made that sound?"

"It did." His voice still shook with excitenment and alarm "He was frightened. He started shooting
at us-"

" Shoot i ng?"

"Sorry-using the weapon, | nean-he started to attack us with the weapon. Twch killed him™"

"That is too bad. The stranger showed an unconmmon | ack of prudence.”

"You can say that again," agreed Llew sourly. "He was stupid to-"

Before he could fmsh, | heard a scratching sound coning fromthe direction of the Carreg Cawr;
Li ew tensed. "Clanna na ci! There are nore!" He darted forward to seize the dog. "Twch! Stay,
Twrch! "

To me he called, "Do not nove, Tegid. | will speak to them"

"How many have conme?"

"There are two," he said. "No-wait.. .three. There is another one coning outflow .
and then | heard himshout a strange word: "Nettles!"

"Nettles!"

This peculiar utterance awakened ny inward eye. The darkness thinned and brightened and | saw that
a cavern hole had opened at the base of the Gant's Stone. Standing before this hole were three
frightened men, slight of stature and dressed in the curious drab clothing of strangers; their
hair was cut close to the scalp, revealing skin of an unhealthy yellowgrey pallor. Cearly, the
light of life did not burn brightly in them

The Dyn Dythri stood hunched together, their hands to their faces, tears streaning fromtheir weak
eyes. When at |ast they dared peer out frombehind their fingers once nore, they gaped at us,
hands hovering at their pallid faces, as if their eyes hurt. Their nouths were slack with
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surprise; their wasted |linbs trenbl ed. These cowering strangers were dull, spiritless creatures

i ndeed.

"Nettles!" Liew cried again. One of the nen started, and | realized the peculiar word was his
nane. He was snaller than the others, round-faced, with a sparse m st of silvery hair on his head
like cloud walting round a barren nmountaintop. On his face glinted a singular ornanent: two round
crystals bound by nmetal rings joined together with thin silver bands.

The man, eyes wi de behind the crystals, regarded Llew for a nonent, and then sniled with
recognition. One of those with him still quaking at the sight of us, muttered sonething and
realized | had heard the rough speech before: it was the tongue Llew spoke when he cane to us. And
it marked these visitors as nmenbers of his clan

"Tegid! It is Nettles-Professor Nettleton. | told you about him renenber?" Llew turned and
approached the small man. The two | ooki ng on shrank even further into thenselves-as if they would
di sappear conpletely.

Liew said, "Mo anam Nettles! Wat are you doing here? You should not have cone." He spoke to the
smal | man, who nerely gazed blankly at him his smle thin and uncertain. Then Llew, renenbering
his fornmer tongue, said sonmething to the nan, who replied. They tal ked together for a nonent. Liew
| ooked at the two other nen, who cringed fromhis glance, then pulled the small man to where

He paused,
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st ood.

"This is Nettles. He is the nearest thing to a bard that we have in our world. He is the one who
hel ped ne. "

"I remenber,"” | replied. My inner sight held his inmage before ne, and | saw that despite his
frailty and ugliness, his eyes gleaned with the bright intelligence of a keen and sagaci ous m nd
Wth much halting and stamering, the two spoke together, and | turned nmy attention to the other

two who still stood shuddering beneath the stone. They had seen the man Twch kill ed-the body |ay
face down a few paces fromthem and were shaken by it.
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One of the nen-a handsbreadth or so taller than the other-wore the air of a | eader. He stepped
hesitantly towards the body. Twrch growl ed, his hackles rising. The nman i medi ately stepped back
Twr ch subsi ded.

The small man gl anced at the body, and then said sonething to Llew, who answered himin his own
tongue. They tal ked a nonment, and then Llew said to me, "I told hi mwhat happened. | asked if they
carried any nore- urn, weapons. He does not know. "

Liew s eyes narrowed as he glanced at the two nmen standing before the stone. "This is a disaster
brother," he declared bluntly. "You know how nmuch troubl e Sinbn has caused here-these nen are
worse. | have seen them before, but they do not recognize ne. The tall one- Weston-is the |eader.
Twrch killed one of his nmen."

In his clumsy tongue, Llew addressed the small nman Nettles, then said to nme: "They nust be

wat ched, and returned to their own world as soon as possible. Nettles agrees; he tried to stop
them "™ Llew explained. "He has prevented themfromcomng for a long tinme. But they got | ucky
today-or rather, unlucky."

I did not fully understand what Liew was saying- though | knew he was referring to the arrival of
the strangers. He was angry and wanted themto go back- that | understood.

After a nmoment, Liew and the small man wal ked to the place where the others waited. The two
strangers cringed at Liew s approach-as well they might. For, though he had but one good hand, he
could have slain either of themwith a single blow

Seei ng hi m before them rem nded ne how nuch Li ew had changed. Hi s shoul ders were w de and his back
broad, his arns corded with nuscle, his legs long and strong. As the G ant's Stone soared above
him so he towered above the frail creatures cringing beneath it.

He stepped before them and | sawin nmy nmind s eye their craven faces pinched with fear; | heard
them speaking in their uncouth tongue with the one called Nettles.
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Liewreturned to nme. "Nettles is telling themwhat is to-" He halted, turning around quickly.
"Wait! \Where is Ffand?"

Suddenly, Llew was racing away. "She is hit!" he shouted. "That idiot has shot Ffand!"

"What ?"

"Over here, Tegid! Hurry!"

She lay crunpled on the ground-little nore than a cloak flung on the grass, it seenmed. A deep red
stain spread slowy over her side.

"She is bleeding. It is bad, Tegid." He gently probed the wound with the fingers of his good hand.

"The bullet-" he said, "I think it went through. The wound is clean, but she is bleeding badly."
| tore a strip of cloth fromthe edge of her cloak, folded it and pressed it to the injury. "W
will bind the wound," | said. "That is all we can do until we reach Dun Cruach."

Llew held the folded cloth to the wound while |I bound it with another strip torn from her cloak
tying the knot tightly over the injury to hold the cloth in place.

"I hope that serves until we get to Dun Cruach. You nust take her to the wagons, Tegid. | wl]l
deal with these-these intruders," he spoke the |ast of these words through clenched teeth. "Can
you see?"

"Well enough." | stooped to gather Ffand in my arms, and heard behind ne the sound of horses
appr oachi ng:

Bran and Al un had arrived. The sudden appearance of these two Ravens, with their blue markings,
ar nbands, spears, and shields, alarned the strangers anew. They cowered close to the Gant's
Stone, watching the warriors with wi de, fearful eyes

"We heard a strange noise," Bran explained, eyeing the strangers, "and thought to di scover what
had happened to you."

Al un regarded the strangers with a frown. "Dyn Dythri," he mnuttered.
"Fret not, Alun," Liewsaid coldly. "They are not
303

staying |long. They are going back where they cane fromas soon as possible."
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"WIIl you do it now?" asked Alun, regarding the Gant's Stone. "Here?"

"No," Llewtold him "The portal-the gate is closed now. W must find another place to send them
back.” He indicated the strangers cringing in the shadow of the stone. "Take themto the wagons,
Alun." To Bran, he said, "You take Ffand. Make a confortable place for her. Tegid and | will

foll ow-we have sonething to do first."

| raised Ffand in ny arnms and gave her to Bran, who took the unconscious girl on the saddl e before
him turned his horse and started back. Al un, spear in hand, rode to where the strangers stood
gawki ng. A quick gesture with the point of a spear was all it took to get them noving. They
started off along Sarn Cathnmail; we waited until they were out of sight behind the hill and then
proceeded to bury the dead stranger in the shadow of Carreg Caw.

Llew cut the turf with his sword and rolled back the grass. He chopped at the earth with his
knife, then we scooped out the |oose soil with our hands; Twch hel ped dig. Wen we had nade a
shal | ow grave, Liew went to where the body |lay. He searched in the grass for a nonent before
finding what he was | ooking for. He stooped and picked up an odd object: small, square, with a
short, protruding shaft; it was blue-black in color, but with a netallic sheen on its surface.

"It is the weapon-a gun,"” he explained. The object did not |ook |arge or powerful enough to do any
harm |et al one nake the shattering sound we had heard. LlIew broke the thing open and shook out
several tiny seed-like things. He picked them up

"Bullets," he said, and put the tip of one in his nouth. He bit the tip off, spat it out, and
poured out a black powder fromthe bronze husk that remained. He repeated the process with each of
the objects, and then tossed the gun into the grave. "There," he said with grimsatisfaction

"that has fired its last shot."
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We dragged the stranger's body to the grave and rolled himinto it. The man's throat was savaged;
bl ood soaked the front of his thin siarc. Twch watched us silently as we replaced the soil and
turf.

We returned to our horses then, and started off once nore, hastening to the wagons to rejoin our
conpani ons. That night we canped in the heather beside Sam Cathnail. We held vigil over the Dyn
Dythri, lest they escape, and the next day we continued on our way. Gadually, the | and began to
change: the ground, already dry, was cracked and baked hard by the sun; what little grass renained
was thin and bl eached white. The heather was brown and the sky a filthy yellow with w ndborn dust.
The scouts returned with the report that the streans and marsh springs ahead were tainted. A short
while later we cane to a small, dead | ake. The water was putrid, and a black scumfloated on the
surface. Flies swarned in clouds along the strand where dead fish bloated in the sun.

We rode on, passing streans and pools and | akes of various sizes and at each place the water was
bl ack and noxi ous, the banks tinmed with a foul, ocher frost; all the plants on the water narges
were withered, brown and dry. Here and there, the bones of poisoned animals glimered dully in the
sun and, nearby, the carcasses of scavengi ng birds.

We journeyed through a still and silent land. But its silence was pestilence, and its stillness
the qui escence of death. The air stank of sickness, rot and corruption. The heat and stench
conbined to assault us cruelly. Qur eyes stung and our stomachs churned; we reeled with nausea in
our saddl es. Even the horses were sickened by the foul air: foamdripped fromtheir nmouths, their
muscl es jerked and tw tched, and they would not eat.

"It is worse," Rhoedd nmuttered gloonmily. "Wirse than bwhen | left. Nowthe air is bad as well; it
did not snell like this when | was here before."

"Aven tine," Bran observed, "all corpses stink."
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Rhoedd had warned us, but the reality was worse than anything he could have said. For, under that
di smal yell ow sky the | and appeared beyond renedy. And with each step the stain deepened. The
nysterious taint had penetrated deep, seeping outward, silently spreading its poison throughout

Al bi on.
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Bl i ght

The wei ght of the wagons prevented us fromtravelling nore swiftly, or we might have reached Dun
Cruach sooner. As it was, we endured two nore days of fierce heat with the stink of death in our
nostrils, breathing dust and decay at every step

The sun seenmed to singe the sky and turn the ground to ash. | was spared the eye-withering light,
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but the stagnant, unnoving air lay on ny lungs |ike wool making each breath a Iingering msery. W
rode wi t hout speaki ng, heads down, disheartened by the pitiless blight.

The ride provided by the wagons was too rough and jarring, so we took it in turns to carry Ffand
She wei ghed not hi ng, and regai ned awareness infrequently. W gave her to drink and bat hed her face
and neck with cool cloths to nake her confortable, but her wound was severe and | did not think
she coul d endure much | onger

W reached Dun Cruach at dusk-heat-dazed on stunbling horses, and nunmb with the rigors of the
journey. But the sight of the stronghold with its people streaming forth fromthe gates to wel cone
us lifted our hearts. They saw the vats and ran to them Wthin noments the wagons were aswarm and
the still air shivered with squeals of joy and shouts of gladness. Ffand, cradled in the saddle
before nme, stirred at the sound but did not awaken.

Cynan's voi ce rose above the rest. "Wl cone,

brothers!" he called, hailing us happily. "Never were
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guests nore welcone in Dun Cruach. Al the sanme, you will get no wel cone cup. W drank the | ast of
the ale yesterday."

"Greetings, Cynan," said Llew, clinbing down fromthe saddle. "W cane as quickly as we could."
"And none too soon," Cynan replied. | heard a nuffled slap as Cynan delivered his customary cl ap
upon Ll ew s shoul der, then, as | still sat ny horse, | felt himgrip ny knee. "Thank you, ny
friends. We will not forget this."

"It is but a small repaynent for all you have done for us," Liewtold him

"Who is with you, Tegid?" Cyrian asked. "Do not tell ne you have taken a bride."

"This is Ffand," | told him "W found her on the way."

"She is the one who hel ped us escape from Mel dron at Sycharth," Liew told him

"Ch?" Cynan said.

"And she is wounded," Llew told him Before he could say nore, Bran and Alun cane to where we were
standi ng to ask what should be done with the strangers. "Bring themto ne," Ll ew ordered.

"Dyn Dythri anpong us?" Cynan wondered. He nmust have turned his gaze to the wagons where Bran and
~Al un were unl oadi ng our prisoners. He paused, taking in their strangeness. "You have seen fit to
bind them" he remarked.

"I't seened best," Liewreplied. "They are enemes. One of them wounded Ffand-he is dead," LIew
said, and told himhow we had captured the intruders. "W will send them back to their own world
as soon as possible. Until then, we nust nmake certain they do not escape." He paused, and added,
"Al though the one with hair like |ainbswool-he is a friend."

"An odd way to oblige a friend. Yet, if that is the way of it-I will have a storeroomreadied to
receive them My father has never used a hostage pit." He called instructions to Bran and Al um
then turned and urged us
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tojoin himin the hail. "It is too hot to stand in the sun like this. It is cooler inside."
Cynan called to sonme of his people, commanding themto take Ffand, to dress her wound and neke a
pl ace for her to rest. "I will attend her soon," | said, passing her to their care

We went into the hail to greet Cynfarch. The king wel coned us stiffly, alnpost angrily, then turned
away and began ordering nmen to ration out the water.

"It is hard for himto accept your help," Cynan explained. "This came upon us so quickly-there was
no warni ng. W have lost many to the poison. W tried digging new wells, but it is so dry-"

"We have cone to take you back to Dinas Dw," Llew said. "The water we brought will serve to get
us there. How soon can you be ready to travel ?"

Cynan paused. "W can | eave at once," he answered, "but | do not think Cynfarch will go."

"W will talk to him™"

"By all means," Cynan agreed. "But do not expect to change his mind. It was all | could do to get
himto send Rhoedd-and then he would not allow me to ask your aid. My father can be very
stubborn. ™

"Perhaps he will change his mind now that we are here," Liew suggested.

"Perhaps," Cynan allowed. "Let ne speak to himagain after supper."

It was a dismal neal we had that night. Cynfarch, enbarrassed by his inability to feast us
properly, sat frowning and silent in his chair, a grimconpanion. The people, though glad for the
wat er, could not surnount their lord' s nelancholy. In the mdst of a wasted | and, Dun Cruach had
becone a cheerl ess and desperate pl ace.

"It is worse than | thought," Llew whispered, when we were at last able to withdraw fromthe
table. W stood outside the hall, but the air was still hot with no breath of wind to freshen it.
"We shoul d not have cone," | told him
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"They woul d have died w thout the water," Llew observed sourly.

Cynan joined us. He saw Ll ew s expression and said, "If you are plotting Meidron's denmise, | sin
your man."

"Have you told Cynfarch yet? W dare not |inger here any | onger than necessary."

"I told him" Cynan replied sullenly. "My father would die before losing his realm"

"Hs realmis lost already!" hissed Liew "His life is forfeit next."

"Do you think he does not know this?"

Silence intervened for a nonent. The two stood | ooking at one another; | could feel themtense and
angry in the heat.

"Whuld he do it for the sake of his people?" | asked.

"For them aye, but for no other reason."

"Then we nust make himsee that if we stay even one day nore, the people will die."

"Basy to say, difficult to do," Cynan retorted. After a nonment he added, "My father thinks the
rain will come and the blight will end. He is deluded, and | tell himso. But he will not listen.”
"We should talk to himnow, " Llew suggested, "and settle the matter once and for all."

"It is late, and he is in no nbod to talk," Cynan said. 'Better to leave it till norning."

We | apsed into silence once nore, uneasy and ill-tenpered in one another's conpany. The quiet grew
;trained and awkward; we were all thinking of the task ahead and whether to approach Cynfarch now,
or wait until norning. Rhoedd saved us from having to deci de- he appeared just then to say that
Cynfarch wi shed to see the intruders. "The king desires themto be brought before himat once,"”
Rhoedd tol d us.

Liew hesitated. "Very well," he said slowy. | could tell he did not care for the notion of

all owi ng the strangers even a nonentary glinpse of freedom "Bring them" They turned to go back
into the hall. "Comi ng, Tegid?"

"I'n a while," | answered. "I will see to Ffand first."
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Cynan call ed one of the wonen fromthe hail to lead nme, and | followed her to a nearby dwelling.
"She is here,"” the woman said, and ny inner eye awakened at her voice. | saw Ffand asl eep on a

soft bed of fleeces; a woman sat beside her, tending a gl owing rushlight. As the room was warm
she was bare beneath a thin yellow covering. The wonen had used precious water to wash her and had
bound the wound with clean cloth. They had conmbed Ffand's hair and braided it.

I knelt beside her and spoke her name. "Ffand. It is Tegid. Can you hear ne?" | touched her small
bare shoul der. "Can you hear ne, Ffand?"

She stirred and her eyelids opened slowly. "This is not Llews fortress,
voice thin as spider's silk.

"No, it is not. This is Dun Cruach, the settlenment of our allies, Cynan Machae and his father
Ki ng Cynfarch."

"Ch," she sighed, nuch relieved.

"Did you think it was Di nas Dwr?"

"They say that Dinas Dm is an enchanted fortress with walls of glass so that it cannot be seen,"
she whi spered. "That is why Meldron cannot fnd it. And | did not think that this was Dinas Dw."
Her di sdain was profound. She cl osed her eyes again as if to shut out an of fensive sight.

"How do you feel, Ffand? Does it hurt?" She shook her head slightly. "Are you hungry?"

Her eyes flickered open once nore. "Was he Nudd's man?"

"Who?"

"The stranger,'
G ant's Stone?"

| considered this for a nmonent. "Yes," | told her. "He was Nudd's nan. That is why he was hiding
under the stone."

"Then | amglad Twch killed him" She swal | owed; the nuscles of her throat worked but her nouth

she informed ne in a

she said, her voice growing softer still. "Was that why he was hidi ng under the

was dry.
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I lifted her head and took up the cup. She drank a nouthful and refused nore.

I rose. "I will look in on her again in a while," | said. "Bring ne word if she wakes agai n before
then."

The wonen nodded and resuned their vigil, and | returned to the hall. My inward eye renai ned

watchful, and so | entered to see the strangers, standing before Cynfarch, each with a warrior
gripping his arm The strangers blinked and gaped at the host gathered around them | took ny

pl ace beside Llew, who stood a little to one side watching.

Cynfarch, a conmmandi ng presence on any occasion, sat like proud authority in his chair. He gazed
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upon the strangers with cold curiosity, then raised his hand and beckoned the tall stranger
forward. He swall owed hard and raised his hands in entreaty, whining pitifully in his disgusting

tongue. Even wi thout knowi ng the words, | could see that the wetch was pleading for his mniserable
life.

"Rhoi taw! " Cynan cautioned. Hi s neaning was clear enough, for the man clanped his nmouth shut with
a whinper. "Noble Father," Cynan said, turning back to the king, "I have brought the Dyn Dythr
before you as you have commanded. Look upon them lord, and know that they are not of our kind."
"That | can readily see," Cynfarch replied. "I would know why they have come here."

"I will ask them" Cynan offered, "but | do not think they can speak our tongue."

"That may be,"” the king replied. "Yet a nan nust answer for hinself if he can. Ask them"

Wth that, Cynan turned to the nan called Wston and demanded, "Wat is your name, stranger? And
why have you cone here?"

The stranger stiffened at Cynan's address. He nmade a newi ng sound and gestured hel pl essly. Sone of
those | ooki ng on | aughed, but it was an uneasy |laughter and died as it was given breath. The ot her
stranger cringed, his eyes wide with terror

312

Cynan turned back to his father. "It appears that the stranger does not possess the understanding,
lord. "

"I do not wonder, to look at him" the king nmused. "Still, |I would | earn why he and those with him

have cone. |Is there anyone who can speak for hinP"

"That | will soon determ ne," Cynan said, and stepped to where Liew and | waited. "Well, brother?
Do you wi sh to speak for hinP"

"Not hi ng good can cone of this," Llew nmuttered, stepping forward. |Ignoring the nan Wston, he
summoned the small, white-haired stranger to join him

"This man is called Nettles," Llewtold the king. "I know him he is nmy friend. He is very like a
bard and can be trusted to speak the truth. In this he is not like the others." Liew notioned for
the man to nove beside himand placed his good hand on the small man's narrow shoulder. "He is
honor abl e-a man of great wi sdom and | earning. He has fought to prevent those with himfrom com ng
here, and will uphold your judgnent in this matter." He paused, regarding the small man wth

affection. "I amable to understand his speech. Ask himwhat you will, | am prepared to speak for
him"

"That is well," replied the king. "I would know why they have come to our world, and what they
intend."

To the amazenent of those gathered in the hall, the snow-haired man answered wi thout hesitation
in a tongue very like our own, though | could nake nothing of it. "What is he saying?" | asked

Ll ew, who was snmiling grimMy as he watched the snmall nman
"I have no idea," he replied. "He is speaking a tongue called Gaelic."
"You told himto do this?"

"No," he answered, "it was his own idea. He thought it m ght be useful."

Bef ore he could explain further, the king said, "He Speaks forthrightly, this one. Wat did he
say?"

"Allow ne to speak with him noble lord," Llew said to Cynfarch. Llew turned to the small nan

besi de hi m and
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they spoke together. Weston and the other stranger stared at themin amazenent.

Then the small nman spoke out in a bold voice. Wen he had fnished, Liew spoke in turn. "G eat
King," Llew said, "he says that they have cone here froma place beyond this worlds-realm He says
that he is not lying when he tells you that the men with himare not good nmen. They have | ong
striven to gain entrance to Al bion and have at |ast succeeded, as you see."

Liew put his head close to his friend' s and they spoke together in | ow voices. Wston strained
forward to hear what they said, but the guard beside himgripped his armand pull ed hi mback
Nettl| es spoke again, and Liew continued, "Do not be deceived. Though they nmay appear to you weak
and insignificant, they bring with thema terrible power and nalice to corrupt and defile. They
have little know edge of what they do, and yet that little serves no good intent. It is well that
they have been made prisoners, for they are riot to be trusted.”

The king listened to this gravely, and then turned his attention once nore to Wston. The stranger
trenbl ed under Cynfarch's stern gaze, sweat trickling down the tude of his head and neck. Wen at

| ast he could abide the king's stare no |onger, he flung out his hands towards t'4ettles and
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bl eated at himin his odious tongue.

Ll ew and Nettles conferred. "This man is called 1/4Veston," Liew said to the king. "He is
dermandi ng to know why he is being held prisoner. He says that you have no right to treat himthis
way, and commands you to rel ease himat once."

The stranger's denands infuriated the king, who nmade up his nmind about the Dyn Dythri at once.
"The stranger's ignorance is plain," Cynfarch said, his voice a nenacing runble. "Does he not know
that | ama king? And as justice is ny duty, so its exercise is ny right. Does he fail to
under st and t hi s?"

"l believe he owns no man king, lord," | Jew offered. "I think | can say with certainty that these
strangers
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neither esteem nor regard sovereignty-whet her anong t hensel ves or anong ot hers."

Cynfarch's blue eyes narrowed. "That also is plain to see. No intelligent man cones before a
sovereign lord with demands who has not first won that right through fealty and service."

"Fat her," Cynan put in, "Llew has counselled that these strangers should be returned to their own
worl d as soon as possible.”

"I's this so?" Cynfarch | ooked at Liew.

"It is so, lord," replied Liew. "The Chief Bard knows how it rmay be acconplished."

"Then let it be done as you think best," the king said. "If banishing the Dyn Dythri to their own

realmw || keep us fromharm and cause themno hurt, so be it." He raised his hand to the guards,
"Take themaway. | will hear no nore."

The strangers were renoved at once, Wston still protesting noisily as the warriors dragged him
fromthe hail. The king shook his head slowly, a scowW on his face. The uncouth behavi or of the
strangers had enbarrassed

hi m -

Ll ew, recogni zing his chance, said, "Lord Cynfarch, you have seen how matters stand. The water is
poi soned; arrogant strangers invade Al bion with inpunity; Meidron roans Cal edon destroying all who
raise arnms against him"
"These are very bad ti nes,

t he king agreed.

"And there are worse to cone," Llew said. "But at Dinas Dm there is water enough for all, and
food; and we are safe behind DruimVran. | invite you to cone with us to safety in the north-at
| east until Meidron is defeated.”

"But how will Meldron be defeated,” demanded Cynfarch, "if no one will stand agai nst hinP"

"We will stand against Meldron," Llew assured him "When the tine conmes to stand, you will not
find us slow to take up our weapons. W have brought water; it is enough to last until we reach
D nas Dw. But we
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cannot wait. W nust |eave here at once.”
The king considered this. "I hear what you say," Cynfarch replied. "I will give you nmy decision in

the norning.”

Ll ew seened inclined to press the matter further, but | knew that would only harden Cynfarch's
judgnment. | spoke up, saying, "W will await your decision, lord."

Cynfarch withdrew to his chanber then, and the people went to their sleeping places, |eaving Llew,
Cynan, Bran and nyself to talk together alone. "How can he refuse?" Llew wondered. "There is no
wat er. You cannot stay here any |onger."

"Yet we cannot go from here unless the king agrees,
have to wait until tonorrow for his decision."

" Cynan said. "That is the way of it. W wll

"Well then," put in Bran, "I amgoing to bed." He rose, and | heard his footsteps nove away to a
corner of the hall where he might lie down on a calfskin on the straw covered fl oor

"That is good sense,” Cynan said. "Cone, | will show you to your beds."

We rose and noved to the door of the hall. Upon stepping outside, however, we were net by one of
t he

wonen wat ching over Ffand. "Lord Bard," she said, ~ addressing nme, "you nust cone at once. The
child is

calling for you."
The three of us went in to Ffand together. As we entered the rushlit room | heard the wonan with
her say, "Here is the bard, child. Llewis with him"

At these words ny inward vision quickened, and | ~aw the slender formof the girl lying in the
bed, her skin pale in dimy glowing |ight. "Tegi d?" she said.
"Here, child," | said, kneeling beside the bed. "I amiere, Ffand."

"I amcold," she said. Her voice was a wisp with ~iardly a breath behind it.
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The hut was unconfortably close; the air stale. Yet the trembled with a chill. "Bring anot her
cloak," | told ne of the wonen.
316

Ll ew knelt beside ne. "Does it hurt, Ffand?"

She gul ped a breath. "No," she said. "But | am so
cold.. .socold."

"What did you want to tell nme?" | asked.

It was a nmonent before she spoke again. "Were is

Twr ch?" she asked.

"He is outside. He is waiting for you. He has not |eft
the door all day."

"Do you want me to bring hin?" Llew asked.

She shook her head-the feeblest of novenents. "He
will get into trouble without me," she whispered.
"Ffand," Llew said, "you will get better. You will be
able to | ook after himagain soon."

"Take care of him" the girl said, her voice grow ng

weaker. "He is all | have."
"Ffand, listen-" Llew began. He took her hand.
" Ff and?"

But her spirit had already flown. Wthout so much as

a shudder or sigh, Ffand was dead.

LI ew sat hol ding her hand for a nonment, then | eaned over her and ki ssed her forehead. He rose
qui ckly and went outside. The woman had returned with the cl oak. Together we unfolded it and
spread it over Ffand's body. Then | went out to the others.

"-and then get Bran and Alum" LI ew was sayi ng.

"I will get the horses.”

Cynan dashed away, and Llew turned on nme. "The

Dyn Dythri go back tonight! I will make sure of that." he said angrily.

"But we nust-"

"Tonight!" Liew shouted, darting away. "And you

are coming with us, Tegid!"
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30

Wiere Two Roads Cross

The heat of the day had dwindled to a sultry swelter; even in the deepness of the night there was
no confort to be found. Yet, we pressed briskly on: Llew, nyself, and four of Cynan's warriors
riding guard on the strangers who travelled in two of Cynfarch's chariots. Cynan rode just ahead
with a torch, scouting the way; Bran and Al um rode behi nd.

Qur destination was the place where Sarn Cathmail, our trail fromthe north, crossed the track
that led west into the central hills of ~al edon-a crossroads. According to Cynan this crossroads
was surmounted by a nound with a birch grove at its summit. It was a holy and sacred place, and it
was fromhere that we intended to send the Dyn Dythri back to their own world.

Ll ew remai ned insistent that the strangers should be returned at once, and there seenmed no reason
to gainsay him So we set out, hoping to reach the crossroads at dawn and the time-between-tines,
when the door between the worlds would stand open for a nmonent at that holy place.

The night was against us; with no noon to |ight our way, the journey had taken far |onger than we
had foreseen. Now we were trying to make what haste we could to reach the place in tine.

"It is uncanny," Cynan nuttered. "1 know the | and hereabouts. W nust have ridden past the nound
in the dark."” He paused, reining his horse to a halt, and
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turning to ne. "Maybe we should turn back."

From out of the darkness, Llew answered him "No," he replied tersely, drawing even with us. "W

woul d have seen sonething of the hill trail-even in the dark. We will go on."

"Seen somet hing!" protested Cynan. "I cannot see ny hand in front of nmy face, let alone see the
track ahead.™

Li ew remai ned adanant. "W go on, Cynan. | will not suffer themto remain in Al bion even one nore
day."
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Cynan sighed, but urged his horse to a swifter pace.

Whet her bright nidday or blackest night-it was all the same to ne. My inward eye remai ned blind.
Seeing nothing, | listened, alert to any sound that reached me through the still night air: Twch
paddi ng softly, occasionally snuffling the path; the flutter of the torch, the clop of the horses
and the creak of chariot wheels. Once | heard a bird, startled by our passage, give out a sharp
cry as it took wing, its call a disenbodied shriek dwindling into the fornl ess void.

After a tine, we descended a long hill-slope into a valley. Cynan halted to determni ne our

| ocation. The chariots bunped to a stop behind us. "I cannot see a thing," Cynan conpl ai ned.
"Tegid woul d have a better chance of fnding the crossroads in the dark."

"W cannot have gone far wong," suggested Llew. "Do you know this valley?"

"I do not," Cynan told him his voice edgy with frustration

"But you nust have some idea where we are," persisted Liew.

"I mght if I could see," Cynan snapped.

Ll ew was quiet for a time. The torch crackled- Cynan's frustration nmade audi bl e.

"Wel |l ?" asked Cynan

"W go on," he said. "This path may |lead to Sam Cat hnai |l -"

"I't mght," Cynan agreed sourly, adding, "then again it m ght not."
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Li ew clicked his tongue and urged his horse on. | heard the sigh of |leather and the creak of the
wheel s as the chariots started forward once nore. | fell into line and foll owed the others,

wi shing nmy inner vision would awaken and reveal sone feature of the land to nme. But | proceeded,
like those with ne, in darkness.

It seemed to ne a long tine that we rode without finding the track or the nound. No one spoke;
there was no other sound but the beat of the horses' hooves and the occasi onal bunmp of the wheels.
| must have dozed in the saddle without realizing, for the next thing I knew we were scranbling
over the low hunp of a hill and | heard soneone say, "It is growing light in the east.” And at

al rost the same instant, Cynan shouted, "There it is!"

I shook nyself fully awake. "There is the nound,"” Cynan was saying. "You can just make it out to
the south."

"How far?" | asked, reining in beside Liew

"Not far," he answered. "If we hurry, we will just nake it in tine." He snapped the reins. "Ride!"
A heartbeat later we were all racing headl ong towards the nound in the thinning gloom | foll owed
the sound of the hoofbeats, and arrived just behind Llew "Sam Cathmail!" he shouted, |eaping from

the saddle. He ran to ny horse and put a hand on the bridle as | halted the animal. "Hurry, Tegid.
There is not nuch tinme."

I slid fromny nmount, snatching nmy staff from behind the saddle as nmy feet touched the ground.
"Take ne to where the two roads cross."”

Liewled me to the place where a well-worn track skirted the nound and crossed Sam Cat hmai | ;

there, taking ny staff, | raised the wood to the four quarters, invoking the virtue of each in
turn so that the crossroads woul d be established as a sacred center. Then | ran to the eastern
quarter whence cones the obscuring darkness. | touched the end of ny staff to the ground at this

pl ace and began inscribing a circle on the ground, uttering the quickening words of the Taran
Taf od.

"Modrwy a Nerth ... Noddi Mdrwy... Nodd
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Nerth... Mdrwy Noddi... Drysi... Drysi... Drysi Noddi... Drysi Nerth... Drysi Mdrwy. . ." |

repeat ed once and again-and | felt the awen, kindled by the words, leap like a flane within ne. Wy
tongue seened touched with fire, and the words of the Dark Tongue flew away |ike sparks into the
dwi ndl i ng dar kness.

| continued repeating the words until | finished in the place | had begun, enclosing the
crossroads within the all-encircling ring. And, as the tip of ny staff joined the two ends of the
circle, | felt the hair on ny arms prickle and rise; ny skin tingled with the surge of the power
flowi ng around ne.

"Bring the Dyn Dythri," | called, and | heard the

qui ck tread of feet as they approached.

"Do you see the circle | have marked on the ground?" | asked. "Let that serve to guide you. Cynan

take two nen and, with a stranger beside each of you, walk the circle three tines sunw se,"

i nstructed, maeking the notion with ny hand.

"Now?" asked Cynan

"Yes, now. Quickly."

Cynan called Bran and Alumto take charge of the other two strangers, and they began treading the
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circle | had inscribed. Wen they had finished, | said, "Now take the strangers to the center
where the two roads cross. Hurry!"

"It is done," reported Bran a few nonents |ater.

"What woul d you have us do now?"

"Unbind themso that they do no injury to

themsel ves, " | directed.

Upon finishing this task, Cynan said, "It is done."

"Leave them where they stand, and take your place

with us outside the ring," | answered. "Keep your spears at the ready."”
The nmen obeyed, whereupon LI ew asked, "And
now?"

"And now we wait."
"What will happen?" asked Bran

"That you will soon discover," | replied. " Tell me what you see."
321
W waited. | listened carefully, and heard only the sound of the nen's breathing.

After a while, Cynan conplai ned, "Nothing is happening."

"Just wait," Llew told him

"But it is al nost daybreak, and-"

"Quiet!"

At this exchange, one of the strangers shifted-I heard his feet on the paving stones. Al um Tringad
gasped, "Did you see?"

"What ?" Ll ew asked. "I saw nothing."
Cynan grew excited. "Look!" he said. | felt himgrip my armin his excitenent. "Sonething is
happeni ng! "

Twr ch barked sharply.

"Tell me what you see. Describe it!"

"l see water! It looks like water-as if they are covered with water,’
"Are they sinking into the water?" | asked.

"No, they are as before; they have not noved," Llew told nme. "But they are changi ng shape-
rippling. They appear as a reflection in water."

| grasped then what he nmeant. It was the time-between-tinmes. The Dyn Dythri stood on the
threshol d, but they nust be driven across and into their own world.

"That is well,” | said. "Now, Cynan-you and your nen take your spears and raise them At ny sign
all of you shout at once: rush at the strangers as if you would chase them But do not go into the
circle yourselves. Do you understand?"

"Yes," he said and called to the guards to ready | thenselves for a feinting charge.

"Hurry!" cried LIew.

| raised nmy staff high and brought it down quickly. "Now "

Wth a wild shout, Cynan and the warriors |eapt at the strangers. | heard a confused cry, and the
sound of soneone stunbling and falling with a grunt. "Wat is happening?"

"It is-they are going," Llewtold ne. "They are

he sai d.
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crossing over. One of themis gone already-1 cannot see him He has di sappeared! And now Weston is
going.. . he is-" Llew broke off.

"What is it? Llew?"

He made no answer, but | felt himstart forward. "No! Liew, come back!"

"Nettles!" he cried. "Vait!"

| thrust out ny hand and caught the trailing edge of his cloak as he darted forward. "Llew Stop!"
| held tight to his cloak. He struggled forward. "Let me go!"

"Llew Stay!"

Twrch barked wildly.

LI ew shrugged off the cl oak and rushed forward into the circle. Cynan called himback. Bran
shouted.. . but he was gone.

We stood in stunned silence. The three strangers had vani shed-and Llew with them

"Way did he go?" asked Cynan, when he found his tongue.

"I do not know. Perhaps he saw sonet hi ng. "

"What? | do not understand. Wiy woul d he | eave us?"

"l cannot say."

W waited in the awkward stillness after the tunult of the nmonent. The breeze lifted as the sun
rose. Cynan touched ny armgently. "I think we should go fromhere." Regret and shock nade his
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voi ce sound strange in ny ear.

"Yes," | agreed.

When | made no nove, he touched ne again. "Soon," he said. "It is growing light."

"W will |eave soon."

He called to his nen and t hey began noving towards the horses and chariots. | stood al one,
struggling still to conprehend what had happened. | heard hooves on the road behind ne; Bran

mounted, led ny horse to me and pressed the reins into ny hand.
"Cone," he said. "He is gone."
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4

Clutching ny staff, | raised nyself slowy into the saddle. My conpani ons were al ready novi ng
away. | could hear the hollow cl op of hooves on the road, and the slight grunble of the chari ot
wheel s. | paused, hoping that ny inward sight would awaken and I woul d see sonething. . . but ny
inward eye renmained dark. So | lifted the reins, and turned ny horse to follow the others.

Even as | turned, | heard Twch whine softly-a plaintive cry for his mssing master. | did not
need to see himto know that the hound still stood gazing at the place where he had seen Liew

di sappear; he had not noved.

I whistled to himsoftly. Wen he did not respond, | called him "Come, Twch."

But the dog did not nove.

"Twrch!" | called nore sharply. "Come, boy!"

Wien the hound refused ny conmand, | wheel ed the horse and returned to the crossroads.

di smount ed and, guided by his whine, laid ny hands on the hound, grasped his chain-link collar and
pul l ed. The dog paid no heed to ny effort; and, though his forefeet were lifted fromthe ground,
Twrch remained firmy planted on the road.

"Twch! Conme!" | jerked the iron links hard. The stubborn aninmal did not give ground. | jerked the
col lar again; the dog yelped in pain, but did not budge. "Twch!"

I did not like hurting him but | could not shift the beast. Yet | could not |eave himthere.
woul d need a rope to drag himaway. | turned and called to Cynan. Twch barked.

| turned back and stooped to the dog, stretching ny hand towards his collar. The canny beast mnust
have sensed ny intent, for he dodged to the side before | could lay hold of himagain. "Twch!
Stop it! Cone, boy."

I lurched forward, tripped on a paving stone, and fell to ny knees. The staff flew from ny hands.

| caught the hound by a handful of fur and held on. Funbling for
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the dog's collar with the other hand, | struggled to ny feet. Twch barked again, |oudly,
furiously, and bounded forward, dragging me with him

| fell onto the road and the dog twi sted and broke free. "Twch!" | called, scranbling to ny feet.
"Here, boy! Cone, Twch!"

| stepped forward. Twch barked sharply-once, twice... The sound seened to cone froma great

di stance. And then all | heard was the sound of ny own footsteps upon the crossroad stones.

| squatted down and began patting the road around nme for ny staff. | heard a sound like that of a
rush of air, but I felt nothing. Instinctively, | thrust out my hands.

My flailing armconnected with a living body.
| struck out again. To nmy surprise the body coll apsed and toppl ed over ne, sending ne once nore

sprawling onto the road. | fought ny attacker, swinging ny arns and ki cking ny | egs-I|andi ng bl ows
by chance.
"Tegid!" someone cried. I swng ny fist towards the sound. A hand seized ny wist in nid-air and

held it. "Tegid! Stop it, Tegid!"

The voice was Liews. And it was LI ew who stood over ne.

"Ll e You cane back."

He rel eased ny hand, then sank to his knees beside ne, panting. He was so out of breath that it
was sone time before he could speak normally. | seized and shook him

"Liew What are you doing? Wiy did you | eave?" "Here, help ne," Liew said. "Nettles-"
Only then did | realize what he had done. "Nettles is with you?"

"Y-yes," replied Llew, gulping air. "I went-after him. . | brought himback with me.
Bran appeared beside nme. He caught nme by the armand pulled nt to ny feet. "Wat has happened?" he
asked, as nystified by Llew s sudden reappearance as by h~s equal ly abrupt departurc.
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"He has crossed the swordbridge between the worlds to bring the stranger back."

"Ny 2"
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"l do not know. "
"Where is Twch?" Bran asked

"The dog followed his master," | replied. "But, unlike Llew, he did not return."
"Twch foll owed me?" Liew wondered.
"Yes," | told him harshly-for | was angry with him "I tried to prevent it, but |I could not hold

hi m back. Twch is gone. And I do not think he will find his way back to us."

The sound of iron hooves striking the paving stones clattered behind us and, with a shout, Cynan
threw hi msel f upon us-as if to disentangle two conbatants- seizing us in his hands and pulling us
apart.

"Peace!" Bran cried. "Cynan, peace! It is Llew"

"Llew" Cynan hauled Liewto his feet.

The sun was well risen now | could feel the warnmth of its rays full on ny face. To Cynan | said,
"Can you fnd your way hone, do you think?"

"I found the way here in the dark, did | not?" Cynan sniffed scornfully.

"Then lead the way. W should be gone from here."

Cynan called for Liews horse to be brought, and | turned to where Ll ew stooped over Nettles
slight body. He was speaking to the snmall man in their rough tongue, but strai ghtened when

touched him "He is well. He can ride in one of the chariots.”

"And you?"

"I amunharmed," he said, placing a hand on ny shoulder. "I amsorry, Tegid. | would have warned
you, but | thought of it too late."

Nettles uttered sonething in his broken speech and LI ew answered him To nme he said, "I had to do
it, Tegid. They would have nurdered him Wston would have killed Nettles when they got back
Besides, | think we will need himwi th us. He knows nuch that can help us."
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"Very well," | said. "No doubt it is for the best.

Come-"

"We will have to teach himthe | anguage-you can do that, Tegid. You taught nme, after all. And
Nettles will be quick to | earn-he already knows a very great deal. As | say- "Say no nore now," |
urged. "In truth, I am not

against you in this. W will talk later. But we shoul d go.
over the stones

of the sammade a dull thunder in our ears as they returned-which is why we did not hear the eneny
riders until they were al nbst upon us.
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Trafferth

The sound of the chariots runbling

"Ride! All of you!" Cynan shouted. | heard the grating ring of a sword unsheathed. "Away! | wll
meet them "

"How many are there?" | call ed.

"Twenty, | think," Liew said. "Maybe nore. | cannot tell."

"Go!" urged Cynan.

"W stand together,"” Llew said. Bran and Al um backed Liew s decision, and the warriors voi ced
their acclaim "But," Llew added, "it is two of themto every one of us. Wat do you suggest?"
"W have chariots,"” Cynan pointed out. "W can do a great deal of danage with those. | will take
one, let Bran drive the other."

"Right," Liew said. He spoke a quick command to Bran, and then turned to me. "Tegid, take Nettles
with you. Remain on the road. W will join you when we can."

"I amstaying," | said

"You could get away-"

"I am staying."

Ll ew did not have time to argue. "Stay then," he said. | heard the slap of |eather across a
horse's withers and a confusion of men's voices shouting orders, hooves clattering on the paving
stones, and thc cries of the eneny warriors as they drew nearer.

Soneone ran to me. "Hold our horses,” said Alum Tringad, pressing the reins into ny hand and
raci ng away again.
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"Foll ow me!" Cynan shouted. "Hie! Hi e-yah!"

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (131 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:49 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

The hanmer-sharp ring of iron-shod hooves sounded on the samas the warriors swept past. My inward
eye awakened instantly at the noise, and | saw before ne the level road and two chariots on it.
Cynan drove the first, speeding towards a tight-clustered warband of twenty or nore eneny
warriors. Bran stood in the second chariot to the left of Cynan and Alumdrove it, matching Cynan
for pace. Liewrode to Cynan's right, with the renaining warriors around hi m

A voi ce spoke beside nme. "Trafferth?"

I glanced down to see Nettles |looking up at ne. He

repeated the word again. "Trafferth?"

He was trying to speak to ne in our tongue. Although

his utterance was rough, | understood his neaning.

"Yes," | told him "trouble."

I do not know if he understood nme, but he nodded and turned his eyes back to the battle. My inner
sight shifted and | saw the two lines hurtling towards one another-but | viewed it from high, high
above with the eye of a soaring hawk:

| saw the sleek necks of the horses straining towards the clash, heads thrusting, nostrils flared,
flecks of foamstreanming fromtheir nouths. | saw Cynan, red hair like a firebrand above gl eam ng
shoul ders, nuscles bunched as he drove the chariot, a bundle of spears ready to hand; Llew, sword
at his side, spear lofted high; and Bran standing |like an oak in the center of the second chari ot,
three spears in his hand, while Alum head down, reins gathered in his fists, shouted hearty
encour agenent to his team | saw the warriors, fierce in the fight, sword and spear in hand,

bl ades keen, spearpoints glinting hard and sharp in bright nmorning light. The | egs of the horses
blurred with speed, stretching and gathering, hooves pounding-a dull thunder on the earth.

The eneny swept ever nearer, spreading in a wide arc to surround and contain the battle with their
superior nunbers. They held spears and | ong shields; their horses wore chestplates and | eggi ngs of
bronze, and | ong-homed
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headpi eces. Several of the warriors wore horned warcaps, and one of themcarried a carynx curving
fromwai st to shoulder like an enornmous serpent. Their faces were hard: fierce determ nation
burned in their narrowed eyes. Fromthe | ook of them they were nenbers of Meldron's Wl f Pack-
whi ch neant that the Great Hound nust be very cl ose at hand.

The two battle lines swept closer. | braced nyself inwardly for the clash, gritting ny teeth.
Cynan and Al an drove for the center of the eneny line and severed it as eneny warriors scattered
on either side-avoiding the chariots and fixing on the nounted warriors instead. But Llew and the
others renmi ned well behind, so that the eneny could not take them head on and blunt the attack
The chariots sl ewed around, sw nging out behind the turning horses, flinging dust clouds high. The
eneny line, divided |like a severed snake, curled in upon itself as the two separate hal ves drew
together. It was then that the nounted warriors struck

Br eaki ng from behi nd Cynan, the horsemen drove into the churning eneny straight and swift as a
thrown spear. The ground trenbl ed under the clash; horses were lifted off their feet and thrown
screanming onto their sides. Spears splintered and broke. Swords fl ashed.

Cynan and Alum drove their chariots into the fray, striking in fromthe flank. The eneny surged
backwards like a retreating wave in their haste to nake way for the speeding chariots. Men
shrieked and horses collided.

Bran, upright, armhigh, hurled a spear into the chaos. Wth the force of the chariot behind the
throw, I saw an attacking foeman lifted clean fromthe saddle as the spear split his shield and

pi erced hi mthrough.

Cynan sped through the eneny ranks like a nmad bull charging through a fog. Warriors how ed as they
fled before him Head high, bellowing wildly, spear quick

and deadly in his hand, his challenge loud in their ears, 3 he raked themw th his spear as he

passed. | saw nore
than one man fall beneath his wheel s.
330

In the space of but a few heartbeats, the eneny line was shattered and their warriors di spersed.
Wher eupon, the chariots spun as one and charged into the second half of the enemy warband, which
had turned and gathered itself for a charge. Again, the speed with which the chariots noved and
the ferocity of Cynan and Bran's attack could not be endured.

The chariots struck to the heart of the advancing foe-struck, disappeared in the confusion of
rearing horses and striving bodies, and then appeared again on the other side, where they halted,
turned and prepared to strike again. The dust cleared. Five nmen lay on the ground, three horses
thrashed in the dust, and five nounted warriors span in rattled disorder

Ll ew and the others made quick work of them | saw the sumglint of slashing blades, and then five
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horses running riderless along the sam | glanced down at Nettles: he was kneeling in the dust
with his hands over his eyes, his shoulders trenbling.

The remai ning eneny gathered for a fmal charge. Cynan and Al an drew their chariots together side
by side. Cynan raised a spear and shouted, |lashing his teamto speed. The horses reared and

pl unged forward, eager under his urging. Alumgave a |ong, whooping cry and his team burst forth
as if hurled froma sling. Liew and the others turned and joined the chariots in nmd-flight,
spears slicing the air as they cane.

This was too rmuch for the enemy. The charge faltered and di ssipated as the foenen broke ranks and
fled before the onslaught. Away they flew, racing back the way they had cone. O the twenty that
had attacked, only six renmmined. Liew and the warriors gave chase, hurling spears after the
fleeing eneny. But the spears fell short and the six got away.

Cynan | cosed a whoop of triunph then, |eaped fromhis still-noving chariot and, with a quick chop
of his sword, struck the head fromthe nearest dead foeman. 1-1c took up the man's spear, spiked
the head upon it, and then planted the spear in the ground.
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Overconme with joy and relief, | raised ny voice in a victory chant, loud with exaltation-as if to
make the distant hills ring with nmy defiant song. | turned to Nettles. "It is over! W have
defeated them "

He | owered his hands and blinked at ne; he did not understand, but no matter. "Corfol eddu!" | told

him "Rejoicel"

The small white-haired man snmiled. "CGorfol eddu,” he repeated, saying it twice nore to hinself and
noddi ng.

Bran and Alumwere first to return. Llew and the nmounted warriors foll owed cl ose behind, and Cynan
after them conplaining: "W should pursue them" he said. "They will tell Meldron."

"W were fortunate this tine," Bran said. "They were not prepared for the chariots. It will not be

so again."

"All the nore reason to finish what we started,” Cynan argued.

"Bran is right,"” | said. "It nay be that Meldron's whole war host is canped just over the hill. W
shoul d return to Dun Cruach while we have the chance."

Cynan renmai ned unconvi nced. "Let them sumobn the Great Hound hinself. | amnot afraid."

"There will be other battles," Llew said. "Let us take the victory we have been given and | eave
the fighting for another day. There are people waiting for us, brother. Lead us home."

We renounted, turned our horses, and hastened away. | could follow Liew s |ead and, even with
Nettl es behind nme, had no difficulty keeping up. The chariots runbl ed over the sam and we nade for
Dun Cruach. The day waxed hot and sticky, but Cynan pushed a steady pace over the dry, wthered

hills, and we arrived at Dun Cruach as the sun dwindled to a dull, white cinder hanging just above
the western horizon

Upon our arrival, | discovered that Ffand had been buried earlier that day. "It is so hot,"
expl ai ned the woman who had cared for her, "burial could not wait-
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and | did not know when you mght return. Are you displeased, |ord?"

She nmeant no rebuke, but her words stung ne. "No," | told her, "you have done well. | should have
attended her nyself."

She led Llew and ne to the burial place: a small square of earth in the shadow of the hall. "It is

cool er here," the woman said. "It is the best place | could fnd."

I thanked her and she left us. Llew was silent for a long tine, gazing at the fresh-turned earth.
"You see howit is," he said at last. "W strangers do not belong here, Tegid. W cannot stay-we
can never stay."

After an early supper, Cynan recounted the events of the day over cups of water in Cynfarch's
hal | . Those of our party who had remained at the caer, to oversee preparations for our return
journey north, noisily expressed their annoyance at nissing the excitenment. And we were made to
tell and retell the tale so that all could share it anew. In consequence, the night was deep
around us before we found opportunity to speak to Cynfarch.

"Lord Cynfarch," Llew said, standing to address the king. "It is good to sit with you tonight and
to recount our victory for you. But | amreninded that we have lost a day already and we stil
await your decision. WIIl you go with us to Dinas Dw?"

The king frowned. "I have decided.. ." he said tersely.

Llew remained silent, awaiting Cynfarch's decision. But the king's word never cane. For at that
monent we heard the cry of the watchman on the wall. An instant later, the short, sharp blast of
the battl ehorn raised the alarm

The cry of al arm awakened ny inner sight. | saw the tinber wall before nme.. . warriors tense in
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the nmoonlight, edged in silver. . . stars hard and bright in a deep dark sky. . . the door of the
hall flung wide, and warriors tunbling out into a pale yell ow square of light..
I ran with the others to the wall and nounted the
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ranpart. | saw the darkling land.. . enpty-but for the faint glimer of a single canpfire in the
distance. | turned to the warrior who had sounded the alarm and opened ny nouth to speak. But,
even as | turned, | caught a wi nking novenent in the dark: another fire.

The warrior raised his armand pointed across the black distance. | | ooked where his finger |ed
me, and saw that second glinmering flicker break into a cluster of several |ights. Those clusters

separated further, becoming a long string of lights.

Bran appeared at ny side. "What is it?"

"It is Meldron," | replied. "He has found us."

Suddenly, the wall was swarnming with warriors. Llew and Cynan stood beside me to watch the silent,
glimering lights form ng and spreadi ng across the plain. There were scores of flickering shinmers
now, quivering barbs of light, and nore with every breath.

"So, he thinks to strike at night," Cynan remarked. "Let himconme. W will prepare a welcone for
himhe will long regret."

Ll ew said nothing. He stared into the darkness as if trying to peel it away; his face was rigid
with concentration, his eyes narrowed, brows knit together. H s jaw nmuscl es bul ged.

I was nore distressed by his expression than by the sight of Meldron's gathering host. "Llew?" |
touched his arm it was |ike touching the exposed root of a tree. The sensation unnerved ne.

"LI ewd"

He turned his face to mne. His eyes glittered strangely in the noonlight-staring at nme, but not

seei ng ne.

"Speak to ne, Llew, " | said, laying nmy hand to his unnaturally rigid arm "Wat do you see?"

He opened his nouth slowmy... It was then that | saw the tiny flecks of foamat the corner of his
mout h, and knew My heart quickened within ne. | knew what it was that gripped him | knew and the

know edge brought both hope and fear. For | had seen it before, and | knew its source.
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I

Cynan, too, had w tnessed the change in Llew. "Wat is happening?" he asked. "Tegid! Wat is

wr ong?"

Ll ew began to shudder. He reached towards nme, clawing at ne with his good hand. Cynan gripped his
arnms and struggled to restrain them "Tegid! Help ne! | cannot hold him"
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Firestorm

Cynan threw his arms around Llew s shoul ders and held himin a westler's grip. Llew s eyes
fluttered in his head. From his gaping nouth cane a cry-keen and |loud and fierce-like that of a
hunting wol f, or a soaring eagle. He raised his arnms and shrugged Cynan aside, flinging himaway
as if he were no nore than a shred of rag clinging to his back.

In the same notion, Liew |leaped fromthe ranmpart and ran across the yard towards the hail. Cynan
rolled to his feet and made to rush after him but |I stayed him saying, "Wait! Do not prevent
him He cannot hear you, and you night cone to harm"

"What is wong with him Tegid?" Cynan denanded as Ll ew di sappeared into the hail. He turned on
me. "Saethu du! What is it?"

"Watch!" |1 said and, even as | spoke, Llew burst forth fromthe hall once nore-carrying a
firebrand in his good hand, and a | eather cask under his other arm He paused at the gate, pushed
against it, and squeezed through

"Clanna na cl," said Cynan

"Co," | told him "Gather your nmen and make ready to follow him" Cynan stared at nme, aghast.
"Hurry, man!"

Cynan spun away, shouting commands to the warriors standing near. He | eaped fromthe ranpart to
the yard bel ow and called for his weapons. H's words
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were still resounding in the air when the battlehorn sounded. The warriors turned as one and flew
fromthe ranpart to the hall. Qut of the turnmoil energed the figure of Bran Bresal, spear in hand
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and shield on his arm

"Bran!" | cried. "Here!" A nmonent |ater the warrior chief stood below ne. "Follow Llew, but lay no
band to him Watever he tells you to do-do it! Do not prevent him"
He rai sed his spear in salute and darted away. | realized | need not have cauti oned him Bran

woul d obey willingly and wi thout question any command Llew woul d utter

| turned once nore to see Meidron's war host, closer-the |light of hundreds of burning torches,
flam ng bright, spreading across the plain-and Llew, firebrand high, flying to neet the foenen.
The yard bel ow ne was a boiling mass of confusion: warriors swarm ng, voices calling, horses
moving in the noon-dimlight, weapons gl eam ng. The gate swung open and Bran dashed out a noment
later, torch in hand.

He ran to join Llew, and | watched their twin trail of flane recede until they reached a pl ace

well away fromthe wall, whereupon Ll ew stopped and drove his torch into the ground. He heaved the
| eat her container to his shoul der and began wal ki ng sl oWy backwards.

Cynan, armed and ready for battle, rejoined me on the wall. "Wat is he doing?" he asked. "lIs he
mad?"

"No," | told him "Now gather your nen and be ready."

Cynan sprang away again, and | turned back to observe Ll ew. He stopped pacing and stood for a
nmoment on his nmeasured spot, then he hastened to the place where he had planted his burning brand.

Still holding the | eather cask on his shoul der, he now began wal ki ng backwards in the opposite
direction. | watched him and it came to nme what he was doi ng.

"Cynan!" | shouted, turning fromthe wail. "Cynan! Bring the king!"
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Cynan stood in the center of the yard, ordering his nen. Horses had been saddl ed and stabl e hands
ran to bring themto the warriors. He snatched the reins froma running youth. "Cynan!" | cried.

"Where is Cynfarch?"

"He is readying his chariot,”" Cynan called. "He will ride before us into battle."

"Send someone to bring himto the wall. | must speak to himat once. Hurry!"

Cynan laid his hand on the warrior nearest him nodded, and the man di sappeared into the tunult of
the yard. "You cone, too," | shouted to him

| felt the presence of soneone behind ne. | turned to see the stranger Nettles standing with nme on
the wall. He raised his armand poi nted out upon the plain. Wiere before there had been hundreds

of gleam ng torches, a thousand now burned. And | heard a sound like far-off thunder runbling
across the plain as the sparkling lights drew ever nearer.

Ll ew threw aside the | eather cask and ran to snatch up his torch. Bran stood by him but Liew
seermed not to see him seizing the torch, he held it to the ground. Instantly, flames |eaped high
and sped away fromhimon either side, tracing a wide arc through the dry grass.

Cynfarch, gripping an upright sword, called to ne fromthe yard below. At that nonent there cane a
sound like the rush of a roaring wind and the yard shinmered in flickering light. Through the open
gate the king saw a curtain of flane | eaping high into the night sky. Cynfarch took one | ook at
the spectacl e before himand demanded, "Wat is he doi ng?"

"He is preparing a way for us," | replied. "W nust nmake ready our departure.”
"Departure?" The king's nouth withed and he drew breath to condemm the suggestion with scorn
"W are leaving," | told him "Behold!" | stretched ny hand towards the shimering flames. "Llew

has set a shield before us."
"What has he done?" Cynfarch roared.
"A fire-shield!'"™ Cynan cri ed.
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"Sunmon him " the king shouted. "He has defied ny authority."
"The Penderwydd's awen is upon him" | told the king. "He hears only the voice of the Swift Sure

Hand. Summon him by all means, but | do not think he will obey you."

Ll ew stood outlined against the firelight, his hand rai sed over his head, palmoutward, in the
attitude of a beseeching bard. His image shifted in the shinmrering light, making it appear that he
was dancing before the fire.

H gher and hi gher the flanes | eaped as the fire streaked through the dead dry grass. The heat
generated a fire-wi nd which whi pped the flanes yet higher and hotter.

Bran, spear upraised, turned to the wall and notioned the warband forth. Instantly-as if they had
been waiting for this signal all their lives-the warriors raced fromthe fortress to join LIew
Lofting torches gathered fromhall and storehouse, they ran out through the gates and joined LIew
at the fireline. The shouts of the warriors and the rising voice of the flanes-fire joined to fire
as the warriors ignited fresh blazes-grewto fill the night.

"Cynfarch!" | called. "The matter has been deci ded. Gather your people and your cattle, and what
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treasures you can carry. Make ready to | eave, and |ook your |ast upon this place."

King Cynfarch's face darkened with rage. But Cynan, eyes alight with the blaze, clapped a hand to
his father's shoul der and said, "Your anger cannot stand against his deed. Let us be fearl ess mnen,
wise in our strength. Let us use Llew s shield of fire to cover us while we depart."”

"While we flee!" the king shouted angrily. "He

cannot do this! He has no authority over ne or ny people!"

"It is not by Liews authority that this has come

about," | answered, "but by the authority of One who
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commands fire and wind. If you can nmake the wind and the flanmes obey you, then do so. O herwi se,
suggest we prepare to | eave while we nmay."

Cynfarch spun on his heel and hurried to the hall. | turned back to see that the flanmes had become
a towering wall of blazing fire, a great, rippling sail, billowing outward in the heat-incited

wi nd. Cynfarch's warriors conpleted the task Ll ew had begun. Streaks of fire coursed through the
dry grass, igniting great swathes which raced before the rising w nd.

"Come," | said to Nettles. "It is time to go." The snmall man turned fromthe blaze and fol |l owed ne
Wi t hout a word.

We withdrew fromthe wall, and joined the uproar taking place in the yard as people scurried to
retrieve their treasured possessions fromthe hail and fromtheir houses. Ten or nore wains stood
in the yard: four in which we had brought water, with the vats still on them the rest were
quickly filled to overflowing with the wealth of the clan

Cynfarch appeared in his chariot and took his place at the head of his people. Cynan, on

hor seback, shouted orders. A man cane running with ny horse. | took the reins and disnissed the
man to join his famly, then nounted and hel ped Nettles to a place behind ne-and not a nonment too
soon. There canme a rush fromthe far corner of the yard and suddenly we were engul fed and
surrounded by frightened cattle, bawing and bellowing at the sight of the towering flanes.

King Cynfarch in his chariot, his driver beside him raised the curving carynx to his Iips and
gave a sharp blast. Two hundred people noved as one body towards the gates. The king | ed us out
onto the firelit plain

| paused outside the gates to wait with Cynan until all were away. The fanilies passed through
first, hastening off along the firewall after the king's chariot. Next canme the cowherds who drove
the pigs and cattle-the sheep would follow of thenselves-and |astly, the wagons |aden high with
the tribe's treasure.
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Cynan turned his face to the fire. The horse beneath himshied and twitched, tossing its head.
"Look at it!" he said, lifting his voice above the flane-roar. "The flanes are drawi ng the w nd!"
The intense heat of the fire created a gale all its own,

gusting wildly, whipping the flanmes, driving them higher and faster: a raging torrent of flanes.
"Choke on that, Meldron! Ha!" Cynan excl ai med.

"Ll ew has bested you again."

"Where is Llew?" | shouted

"I do not see him" Cynan answered, searching the

rippling, shifting fire. "Nor Bran!"

| scanned the withering flanme-bright wall with the sight of nmy inward eye for some sign of Liew
Then Nettles tapped ne on the shoul der and pointed towards the | eading edge of the fire. | saw

Ll ew, body glistening fromthe heat, astride a galloping horse speeding along the shimrering wall
He seened a creature of the storm oblivious to the flanes swirling around him Bran followed a
little distance behind him And the warriors, nounted now, raced with their torches all along the
bl azi ng border, pausing in the gaps to kindle new fires and then racing on

"There!" | shouted. "He goes before us."

Ll ew di sappeared again in the swirling snoke and jutting flanmes, and we | ooked to the task at
hand. King Cynfarch | ed the people out upon the charred and snoking plain, then turned to the
north, noving away fromthe inferno. W followed behind with the wagons; Liew and the warriors
ranged ahead keeping the shielding flanes between us and the eneny, feeding the firestorm afresh

Al the next day we journeyed north unseen, through a foul haze of snpke that darkened the sky and

cl oaked the sun. Black ash fell in a filthy rain over us. W pulled Qur mantles over our heads and
pl odded on. Wth every step, | expected Meldron and his war host to emerge fromthe nmurk and cut
of f our escape.
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But no eneny riders appeared; not the dull glint of a spearpoint did we see, nor did we hear the
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rumbl e of horses' hooves. Still | |ooked for the trap

Day foll owed day, and each dawn the sun rose hotter and nore fierce than the last. The |and,
already dry and hard as fired clay, cracked like a | oaf baked too long in the oven. Dust clouded
thi ck where the people wal ked. The heat becane stifling. W rested fromfirst light to last, and
travel |l ed through the night-hoping to elude both the heat and Meldron's war host, who could surely
track us by our footprints in the dust.

It was not until we began the long ascent into the northern hills that | began to hope that we

m ght yet elude the foe-not until | felt the land begin to rise towards Druim Vran that | thought
we had truly done so.

After the frenzy of the awen, Llew renmained subdued. Bran rode with him but he spoke to no one

and rode with his head down, his body bent forward in the saddle as if in pain. | tried to rouse
him but could not- he even spurned Nettles.
The smal |l stranger rode with nme; he becane ny constant conpanion, ny shadow. | began teaching him

our tongue, and soon grew to respect his agile mnd-the speed with which he nastered the nost
difficult expressions. Indeed, before we reached Druim Vran, we could converse in sinple words. |
found himan am abl e conpanion, wlling and eager.

That was the only good thing to cone out of the journey. As for the rest, | renained wary and ill-
hurmored-and | was not the only one. Despite Llew s brilliant diversion, Cynan also feared we had
el uded Meidron too easily, and the thought did not sit well with him W stood together beside our
horses as the |l ast wagon and the | ast of the sheep crested the hunp of DruimVran and began the
descent to our hidden | ake fortress.

"Well, brother,"” he said, "you nmay call nme a fool~ for fretting, but I amstill uneasy." He turned
awa3r~ fromne as he spoke; and though | could not see him |~
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knew he was | ooking at the trail behind us, watching for Midron to appear

"You were happy enough to | eave Dun Cruach," |

poi nt ed out.

"Ch, aye," he agreed sourly. "That was well done. And necessary, | grant you that. W had no ot her
hope. Still-" he paused, |ooking down the trail again, "it is one thing to | eave, and another to
arrive safely. Am1| right?"

"Even so, we have arrived safely."

"Have we? | do not hear your tongue awag in

reassurance, di ?" He paused, then grow ed, "I amlistening, bard, but | hear nothing."

"l make no secret of ny fear. And you are welcone to share it, Cynan Machae. | considered this
journey ill-advised; | warned against it fromthe start. And though we stand once nore within the
protection of our high ridge, | feel no safety here. | tell you the truth, the deed is far from
finished."

Even as | spoke the words, | heard the hollow sound of nmy own despair. Why? Cynan was right to
question it. | had been against |eaving Dinas Dw, but the undertaking had ended well. So why did
I still feel the chill of foreboding in ny bones? Was all as peaceful as it seenmed in our hidden

realm or did sone fresh disaster await discovery?

Shouts of greeting reached us then, echoing up fromthe |ake, as the people hastened to wel cone us
home. Cynan renounted his horse. "Conme, or we will miss our greeting."

| listened to the joyful shouts, hearing in the sound not wel come only, but sonething else as well -
an elusive note. What? Was the greeting a little too ardent, the wel cone too exuberant? O had
been so | ong expecting the worst that | could not recogni ze happi ness when | heard it?

Cynan saw ny hesitation. "Wy do you del ay?"

"I't is nothing," |I told him snatching up the reins

and lifting nyself to the saddl e once nore. "Let us join
343
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The Wbrd Al ready Spoken

| realized well before | reached D nas Dm what was wong. A nan does not need eyes in his head to

recogni ze the stink of rotting fish-even the dullest of noses will do. The stench grew stronger as
| drew nearer the |ake, beconing nore fierce and virulent with every step.
By the time | arrived, the crowd had quieted. | pushed through the curiously reticent assenbly,

and found Ll ew standing on the shingle, stunned. "You warned ne, Tegid," he nuttered. "But | would
not listen."
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The sound of his voice roused ny inward sight. | saw our shining | ake dead, its clear water turbid
wi th poi sonous scumlike the eye of a corpse |Iong dead, or the once-bright surface of a silver
mrror now tarni shed and corroded. The shore was strewn with dying vegetation, wilted and reeking
in the hot sun. Fromone side to the other, the | ake was defiled with the bl oated remnains of fish
and water fowl. The surface seened to quiver, gurgling gently as bubbles fornmed and burst,

rel easing evil-snelling vapor to foul the air. The whol e valley stank

Bran, standing near, gazed upon the tainted | ake and

said, "The poison has touched Dinas Dw at last. And now there is no safety anywhere in this

wor | ds-realm”

Scat ha and Goewyn cane to us. The wonen greeted

us warmy and ki ssed us. | saw that Goewyn took her

345

pl ace beside Liew and remained there; she said little, but her eyes never left him Despite her
near ness, Liew had not a word to spare for her. Neither did he ook at her-if he had, he would
have seen how his lack of regard cut at her heart.

Noti ng soot and ash am dst the dust on our clothes, Scatha surm sed that we had cone through fire,
and Al un spoke up boldly to praise Llew, telling all gathered near about the Hero Feat of the fire-
shi el d.

"Wul d that | had been there to see it," Scatha replied, and the Ravens echoed her, trying to
cheer us. Yet despite all, their wel conme renmai ned sonber, for they were no | ess di smayed than we
by the horror.

"It is a wetched homecom ng," Goewyn said. She stretched a hand half-heartedly towards the | ake
"I amsorry you had to find it so."

Ll ew | ooked around at those gathered near. "Were is Cal bha?"

"He is searching for water. He took six with him and they have been gone four days," Scatha
answered. "Qur supplies are very low "

"We have | eft the crannog," CGoewyn said awkwardly.

Scat ha added, "W thought it best-until the plague is over."

"No doubt that is best." Llew gazed out across the lake with an expression of grief. Tears gl azed
his eyes; he blinked and they spilled fromhis Iids and started down his cheeks. He brushed them
away quickly with the stunp of his arm "If | had been here.. ." he nuttered, and then turned his
back on his city in the |ake.

As Goewyn said, the people had noved fromthe crannog to a canp at the end of the glen, hard
against the ridge-as far fromthe | ake as possible in the valley. Even so, it was not far enough
The stink of the dead | ake under the blistering sun assailed us w th undi m ni shed vigor

Cynfarch and his people settled anobng us, bewi | dered

L
and forlorn. It seemed to themthat they had fled to a worse fate than they | eft behind. Cynfarch
much di sheartened, runbled restless through the Gal anae encanprment like a stormwaiting to break.
To his credit, he held his tongue and kept his m sgivings to hinself.

Two days passed and the sullen sun bl azed ever hotter. W neasured the water and apportioned it
carefully, awaiting sonme word or sign from Cal bha. But there was none.

Nei t her was there any respite fromthe stench of the | ake. The searing sun and wi thering heat
served to increase the rot and decay, making the once-clean, cold water a festering, putrid,
bubbling stew. My Mabinogi cane to me, wanting to proceed with their |earning, but we could not
abi de the heat and stink; even our shaded grove offered no escape. | abandoned the teaching,
saying, "W will begin afresh when this blight is over. Go back to your kinsmen and do what you
can to help them'

Gn on took it hard, so | gave himny harp, saying,

"Keep this well-tuned, Gaion Bach. If you are ever to be a Filidh you nust |learn the proper care
of a harp."

"Sumon me when you will, Penderwydd," Gai on

vowed. "Day or night you will find this harp ready to your touch."

The boy dashed away-he could not wait to try the

harp. | turned to Nettles, who had acconpanied me to the grove. "It was but a small thing," |

sai d.

"But it-ah, restored his spirit,

he observed,
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hesitating only slightly over the words.

"Whuld that | could do as nuch for the rest of D nas

Dw," 1| replied.

By day the scent of death assaulted us; by night the children cried in thirst and fever. Food was
prepared and served, but it went uneaten. Wth the foulness in the air drawn into our nouths at
every breath, no one could stomach a bite. The heat and stench sapped both strength and will; we
noved in a torpor, dazed by the enornmity of our nmisfortune, and daunted by our own
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inability to overcone it. Here was an eneny we could not fight, rmuch | ess conquer

At dusk on the second day, Liew sought ny council. "Something nust be done, Tegid. Follow ne." He
led me away fromthe canp to a place where we could speak wi t hout being overheard. W sat together
side by side on a rock below a cliff-face of the ridge. The rock was still warmfromthe day's
heat, and black flies swarmed in the evening air. "Cal bha has not returned, and the little water
we have left will soon be gone."

"How nmany days?"
"Three or four days, five at nost-if we are stinting."

A nout hful of water a day for man and beast, two for the children.. . how could we be nore
stinting than that? | wondered
"l do not think Calbha will returnintine," Liew continued, "if he returns at all."

"What woul d you have ne do?"

Li ew considered, and | heard the buzz of insects rising as the heat of day ebbed somewhat. The
sound was dry and dusty as the hard-baked earth itself.

"I do not know," he said, his voice sinking into despair. "There is nothing anyone can do." After

a nmonent he added ruefully, "I should not have left."

I wondered at these words. It was true: he should not have left Dinas Dwm; | had told himas much
in my warning. But the way he said it. . . the way he said it sparked in nme a peculiar feeling: as
if acurrent flowed beneath nmy feet, a mighty stream a river cataract rushing bel ow the crust of
earth beneath us. | inmagined that | could feel this hidden power seeping up through the rock on
which | sat.

"You knew this woul d happen, Tegid," Liew continued. "You said there would be disaster. Well, you
were right."

"What do you nean?"

"This woul d not have happened if | had stayed," Liew replied bluntly.

Again | felt the hidden power surge, trenbling in
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the very earth and air around us. This would not have happened if | had stayed... He knew He felt
it, too. But why?

Way woul d remaining in Das DM have changed anything-unless Llew s presence itself exerted some
power over the evil rampant in the | and? He possessed A lathir's awen. The awen of the Chief Bard
of Al bion could be a potent and powerful weapon-he had shown it in the inspired creation of the
firestorm Was that it? O was there sonething el se?

"Li ew, what are you saying?" | asked.

"I should have listened to you," he replied dully.
"There. | have said it. Do not nmake nme say it again."
"That is not what | nmeant,” | told him "Wy do

you think your presence would have prevented the blight from poisoning the | ake?"

He shifted on the rock beside ne. "Wwo knows?" he

replied angrily. "What do you want from ne?"

"It is said that the True King in his kingdom hol ds

the power to protect and preserve. |Is this why you feel your presence would have nade a
di fference?"

"You have all the answers,” he replied tartly. "Then answer nme this-" | heard the slap of skin on
skin as he struck his upraised stunp with his open palm "I am mai ned, Tegi d. Renenber?"

He stal ked away then, |eaving ne no wi ser than before-except in this respect: | knew now that sone
great and powerful force lay hidden close to hand, |ike a sword sheat hed agai nst the Day of

Strife. It remained for ne to discover howit could be raised. |If | could do that..
But first | nmust find it.

I drew up ny legs, crossed them and settled nyself on the rock. | breathed deeply and exhal ed-
once. . .twice. . .three tines-clearing ny thoughts, putting fear and anxiety far from ne,
enptying ny heart of all but the desire to penetrate the nmystery. Wien | was conpletely cal mand
content, conpletely at peace, | took three purifying breaths and recited an invocation
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Al'l praise to the Swift Sure Hand for his deliverance at need;
Aii praise to the Wrd-G ver,

for Truth's Three Pillars;

Al'l praise to the Living Light,

for Wsdom's holy fire!

Attend me now, Geat Guide, and lead ne in your ways. For, wide is the world, and tangled the
pat hs by which a man nust go. And lam so easily |ed astray.

Here am | upon ny rock, and here | stay:

I wi |l be unnoved until you, Unnoved Mover, nove in neg;

I will keep silent until you, Living Word, speak to ne;

In darkness will | sit until you, Light of Life, illumne ne.

Grant me now, (lifting Gver, three things | seek
Knowl edge of the thing | do not know,

Wsdomto understand it;

Truth to discern it rightly.

And then, calmw thin nyself, silent, expectant, | rested ny hands on ny knees and waited.
Peace... peace. | listened and wait ed.

| waited. . . peace..

The air, still and heavy as a cloak, held all the sounds of the valley as if transfixed in anber.

| heard, a small distance away, the nuted speech of nothers coaxing their children to sleep. |
heard the whinper of a dog, the lowing of a cow, and the twitter of swifts as they returned to
their nests in the cliff-face above ne. | heard the sound of the world sinking into darkness, a
hush i ke an exhal ation, a sigh of gratitude for escape fromthe hateful day's hurts and harmns.
I shut ny ears to these sounds and |istened
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inwardly.., peace. . . peace.. . peace..

| heard the sound of nmy own heart beating regular and slow. | heard the sound of my own voice
falling like a flung stone into the silence of a well. | heard ny plea for know edge and w sdom
echo in the rippling depths.

The echo ceased, swallowed in the depths. And in reply, | heard the voice of Olathir, Chief Bard,

W se Leader and friend, now departed:

"Why speak a word that is already spoken?” Qlathir's voice denanded sternly. "Wy reveal that

whi ch is already shown? Wiy proclaimthe truth which rises Iike a mountain in your mdst?"

And then | heard, loud fromthe high ridgeway, the sharp blast of the carynx; a single |ong burst,

foll owed by two shorter bursts. The sound rang across the still valley, across the dead | ake.
Cal bha had ret urned.
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Eni gma and Par adox

The peopl e rushed to wel come Cal bha. Thirst made them fervent, and they acclainmed himw th shouts
and with singing. But the songs soon trickled away, and the shouting ceased. Cal bha had not
returned with water- and not so nuch as a drop renmained of the little he had taken w th hi mwhen
he left.

Di sappoi nt nent was qui ckly swal |l owed by di smay when he reported what he had seen

"Meidron has entered the valley beyond the ridge to the south,” he said, clinbing down fromthe
saddl e. "We counted five thousand on foot, and two thousand on horseback. "

"How far away?" It was Liew, pushing through the abruptly silent gathering.

"One day," Cal bha replied, "no nore."

"Do they know we are here?" asked Cynan, taking his place beside Liew

"They know. Meidron knows." King Cal bha did not blunt his words, and they pierced the hearts of
all who heard him "The eneny is following the trail you nade when you returned here from Dun
Cruach."
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"Bran!" Llew called, sumoni ng the Raven battl echief, who answered fromthe throng. "W will need
wat chrren on the ridge."

"It will be done." Bran hastened away at once.

Li ew turned to Cal bha once nore. "Did they see you?"

"I't would have nade no difference if they had," the
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king replied. "But no-we waited through the day before crossing the ridge by dark, just to make
certain no eneny scouts would see. Still, he needs no scouts. Meldron knows where to find us, |
tell you."

"W will hold council at once,"” Liew said quickly.

"Cynan, bring Scatha-"

"I am here, Liew, " Scatha called, stepping through

t he crowd.

"Tegi d?"

"1 am behind you," | answered.

"Good. Summon Cynfarch," he ordered, "and tell himto join us. W will hold council as soon as
Bran returns.”

"I will bring Cynfarch," Cynan said, and hurried

awnay.

Goewyn and sone of the wonmen approached with

jars of water for the riders. "You are weary and tired," Goewyn said, offering Cal bha one of the
jars. "Drink."

Cal bha accepted the jar and raised it to his lips. He

gl anced around himquickly. "Is there enough for all?" he asked.

"There is enough for you," she said. "You have

ridden far on our behalf. For that we are grateful. Drink and be refreshed.”

But Cal bha refused. "If there is not enough for all

there is not enough for us. W will not drink while others thirst.” He returned the jar to her
unt ouched.

Li ew rai sed his voice to the people and bade them

return to their rest. As the crowd di spersed, he said to those remaining, "Follow ne."

We wal ked through our shrivelled fields and up the slope to the place where Llew and | had canped
when first we had cone to DruimVran. Liewlit a small fire so that we could see one another and
we spread oxskins we had brought from canp. Cynan and Cynfarch joined us then, and we settled back
to wait for Bran.

Though | could not see their faces, | could feel the

fear slithering cold into our mdst: intense, desperate, coiling quietly as a snake.
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"W began to think you would not return,” Cynan said to Cal bha. He spoke just to dispel the
mount i ng appr ehensi on.

"W ranged as far to the north as we could,"” the king replied, eager to add his voice to Cynan's,
"and further than we intended."

"No water?" Cynfarch wondered.

"Water aplenty! We found rivers, streams, pools, springs. . . all of them poisoned, all dead." He
paused, his voice cracking dry. "There is no good water anywhere. The land is dying."

"It is the same in the south,” Llew said.

"Ah," replied Cal bha, "I wondered what had i nduced Cynfarch to join us."
"W outwitted Meidron at Dun Cruach," Cynan said, and related the feat of the fire-shield for
Cal bha's benefit. "It was glorious."

Cynfarch could not resist adding, "And if you had not squandered your safety for us, Meidron would
not now be squatting at your gates. As it is, we have nerely exchanged one grave for another."
"Lord Cynfarch," Scatha addressed himfirnmy, "we are in council here. This is not the place for
such tal k. "

"I's it not?" the king retorted. "If | have nisspoken, | amsorry. But if | have spoken truly, mark
my words and renmenber them"

We settled into an uneasy silence, broken only by Bran's arrival. Wen Bran had seated hinself,
Liew said, "W will be warned if Midron seeks an early attack-"

"But he need not attack at all," Cyn.farch grow ed. "W are soon out of water. Thirst will kill us
just as surely as Meidron's spears-if nore slowy."

"Wth seven thousand," put in Cal bha, "the Great Hound has enough spears to nake a swift end."
"Seven t housand. " mused Cynan. "I would know where Meldron is getting water for a host so
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great."

My nmind s eye awakened. | saw before me, not the faces of those gathered at the council ring, but
Mei dron's vast host streaming into the | ow and vall ey beyond
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DruimVran. | saw the slowy advancing line thick-scaled with shields slung on their backs,
sinuous and gleanming like a deadly serpent. | saw the sun red in their eyes, the blistering |ight
of day abl aze on shield boss and sword edge. | saw the dust rising in pillar-clouds beneath the

hooves of horses and the feet of nen.
I saw a pitch sky, black and broodi ng, snoke-filled where the Great Hound passed; heat |ightning

shattered the gloomin ragged sheets. | saw the |and falling beneath the shadow a darkness
stretching ever nearer the high wall of Druim Vran

"Well, we cannot sit here and wait for thirst to claimus," said Llew "W nust fight while we
still have strength to do so."

"Fi ght?" Cynfarch scoffed. "He has seven thousand! Even if we survive a battle with a force so
powerful, thirst will kill us anyway."

"That is your fear talking, Cynfarch,” Bran said coldly. "Llew, tell us what you wish us to do."
It was right that Bran should defer to Liew, and it was nothing newthat was his way. But as he
spoke | heard again the voice of Alathir: Wy reveal that which is cii ready shown?

Thus the council began. W talked long into the night. Food was brought to us, and we ate. The
bread broke hard and dry in our nouths, and stuck in our throats; there was no water to wash it
down. The tal k grew heated under a bal eful npon-voices |oud, tenmpers quick. But | renenber nothing
of the discussion; | thd not taste a norsel of the neal placed before nme. For | had glinpsed a
sight that renoved all else fromny mnd: the shape of the nountain in our mdst.

While the battl echiefs deliberated, inmages arose in my mnd-i nages of past tinmes when Alathir was

alive, and Meldryn Mawr was king. | saw Meldryn Maw on his throne in his hail, his countenance
brilliant as the tore at his throat.. . dark eyes searching the crowmd before him confident and
wise.. . his presence glowi ng bright as the crown on his noble
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brow.. . the Great Golden King, Lord and Protector to his people

And | saw A lathir, Chief Bard, beside him splendid in his purple cloak and tore of gold

Chanpi on anong Bards, Truth's Warrior, proud and solem and wi se, his strong hands w el ding the
Penderwydd's rowan staff... in conduct steadfast, upright and unwavering. . . Lord of the Learned,
a trustworthy Servant of Sovereignty.

| saw fair Prydain as it was before its desolation, a green gem shining beneath radi ant skies, and
Sycharth rising above the flat land on its proud pronontory overl ooking grain-laden fields and the

ever - changi ng sea beyond. . . the strongholds of lords glowing in golden dawn |ight, and gl eam ng
in the setting sun. . . high-banked earth and tinbered walls. . . fair woodl and, deep forests,
rushing streans and stately rivers. . . Prydain, Mst Favored of Real ns, the unassail abl e seat of

a nmost powerful king.

Mel dryn Mawr, Great Gol den Monarch... dlathir, Prince of Bards... Prydain, Fastness of Bold Kings
these three together ... together

Wiy these three? Wiat was | to glean fromthis vision?

It would take a keener mind than mne to pierce the nystery to its heart. Meanwhile, our enenies
gat hered beyond the protecting ridgewall. If the answer was to cone, it would have to conme soon
Mei dron, ever grasping, would not wait to claimhis victory.

The war council talked long into the night. But ny head was full of the enigna stirring ny
thoughts like a tenpest, and | could no longer sit still. My heart burned within me and I could no
| onger endure listening to the strident voices. | rose and withdrew fromthe council ring; ny
departure went unnoti ced.

"Let themtalk," | thought. "The eneny gathers round about-| nust do sonething."

But | did not know what to do. So | began wal king. | wal ked, and let ny feet take me where they
woul d, tapping with ny staff as | went. | skirted the encanpnent and conti nued on the path.
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As it happened, mny tapping disturbed one sleeper, who awoke and joi ned nme on ny neandering ranbl e.
Nettles did not speak, but rose and fell into step beside ne. Since our flight from Dun Cruach
his presence had becone agreeable to me and | wel coned his quiet way. | stopped and turned to him
"Come, we will wal k together."

To ny surprise he answered, "M bodlon, do."

Hi s speech inproved with each day, as well it might- he worked at it tirelessly. | nodded, and
proceeded al ong the path. The snmall stranger wal ked beside nme, and we continued in silence for a
tinme.
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"Mae trafferthu?" he asked at |ast.

"Yes," | replied. "There is great trouble.”

W wal ked on, and | found nyself beginning to explain to himthe nystery that taunted ne. | did
not know how much he coul d understand of what | said, nor did | care. It seened good to ne to have
soneone to talk with, someone who would nerely listen

"When the W cked One escaped his Underworld prison, where did he fly?" | asked. "Wen Nudd, Prince
of U fern and Annwn, King of the Coranyid, rode out to despoil this worlds-realm where did he
strike first?"

Nettl es, padding softly beside me, made no reply, so | answered ny question nyself: "He cane to
Sycharth-the principal stronghold of Prydain's forenost king. That is-"

"Ah," said Nettles, "Prydain!"

| realized once again how quickly his mind worked. Even while | spoke, he was squirrelling the
words away. So | spoke aloud my thoughts, slowy, so that he m ght catch what he coul d.

"It was Prydain," | said, "that felt the dread Nudd's wath-but only after the king had been | ured
away t hrough deception. It was Prydain that the Denon Horde despoiled-but only after its king had
been put to flight.

"And | ask you: who did Nudd pursue in his icy

hatred? Who endured the cruel blows of Albion's Ancient Eneny?
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"I will tell you: Meidryn Maw. The Sovereign of Eternal N ght chose the Great Golden King to face
the terrible onslaught of his hatred. It was Meidryn Maw, Prince of Prydain, Lord of the Liwdd
who endured the Enemy's pitiless attack.”

Yes, | thought, Prydain's king endured the onslaught-and nore: survived and tri unphed.

"But | run ahead of nyself,” | told Nettles, who ~ wal ked curious beside nme. "Before all that-
before

Prydain fell, before Meidryn's flight, before Nudd and his vile Coranyid were | oosed. . . there

was the Cythraw ."

"Cythrawl ," Nettles echoed softly. "Hen Gelyn."

"Yes," | told him "The Ancient Eneny. And who was it the Beast of the Pit sought first to
destroy? It was O lathir, Chief Bard of Albion ... dlathir."

"Penderwydd A lathir," Nettles nused.

"Chief Bard Alathir, yes-he held the Sovereignty of Prydain! Olathir alone knew where the
Phantarch dwelt!"

Again | was confronted by the three: lord and real mand bard. But there were others-other |ords,
other real ns, other bards-many others. Wiy these three?

"This is the nystery, ny friend," | nmurnured aloud to Nettles. "Wy these three?"

| pondered this for a while, and it caine to me then that | already knew the answer-the word

al ready spoken: the Song of Albion. So | began to explain to Nettles about the Phantarch, and in
explaining to himl began to lay hold of it myself.

"Why these three?" | said. "I will tell you: because these three alone upheld the Song of Al bion!"
"Canaid Alba," Nettles said softly.

| halted again. How much did this small stranger understand? How had he cone by such know edge?
"The Song of Al bion, yes, that is what the Hosts of Darkness w shed to destroy. For so long as it
remai ned, they could not prevail. This is why they ravaged Prydain. This is why they attacked the
True King in his kingdom attacked Sovereignty itself."
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"Aird Righ?" Nettles said.

| understood the phrase, but he had got it slightly

wong. "No, not the High King," | told him "The True King, you see."

"Aird Rig/li!" he said again, nore insistently. And

began to wonder if he knew what he was sayi ng.

"Wait," | said. "Let ne think."

Sovereignty.. . the presence of a True King.. . who

el se coul d uphold the Song but a True King? And m ght that king also be the H gh King?

"But howis it possible that Meidryn Maw could be the H gh King wi thout knowing it?" | demanded
of ny dimnutive shadOn. "It is not possible. No, the thing is inpossible!"

Nettles said nothing; | could feel his eyes on ne,
i ntense, urgent. Wiat did he know?
"Not the Aird Righ," | repeated, and turned. | took two steps and froze. Perhaps it was not

Mei dryn Maw who was ignorant of his kingship. Perhaps the only ignorance was mine! Meidryn Maw
and A lathir mght have had good reason to hide it-as they had hidden the Phantarch deep within
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Fi ndargad' s nmountain heart to protect the Song.

The realization struck ne Iike the blow of a fist. | swayed on ny feet. Nettles reached out to
steady ne. Blind! | was nore than blind, | was ignorant as well- and that was worse.
"Prydain, Meidryn Maw, Qlathir," | said slowy,

so that Nettles could follow, "in these three did the essence of Al bion reside."

And now these three strands net in one person

Li ew.

I felt my heart quicken like that of a hunter when he has sighted his quarry. "Liewis the
center," | said. "Liewis the word already spoken. Liewis the nountain rising in our mdst."
"Liew," Nettles said.

"Yes, ny canny friend, it is Liew" | began wal ki ng

again; Nettles scranbled to keep up with nme. "Liew
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possesses the Penderwdd' s awen, because he was with Alathir when he died, and the Chief Bard
breathed the awen into Liewwith his dying breath. Liew holds the sovereignty of Midryn Maw,
because I am now Chief Bard of Al bion and | gave the kingship to him And Ll ew has penetrated the
sacred centers of Prydain: he has traversed Mbr Cyich in the Heart of the Heart, and he has tw ce
defended the pillar stone of Prydain on the Wite Rock-and sained it with his blood!"

My mind sped along this path like a spear flying to its mark. In Liew the three strands cane
together; Liew, the knot of contention. He was the vessel into which the essence of Al bion had
been pour ed.

Ah, but the vessel was damaged, disfigured. He could not exercise the kingship that had been given
him And that was the heart of the enignma

Ki ng and not Kking, bard and not bard, Liew ruled- yet refused to rule-a tribe which was not a

tribe but a gathering of separate clans, formng a realmthat was not a realmat all. The paradox
was conplete. If there was a neaning behind it, that neaning was inpenetrable.
Still, thanks to Nettles' innocent m stake, | now held within me a startling new thought: the

ki ngshi p of Prydain m ght indeed be the H gh Kingship of Al bion
Eni gnma and paradox. What did it mean? | did not know, but | would ponder it continually in the
days to cone.

I dismssed Nettles then, sending himto his rest so that | nmight contenplate the revelation | had

received. | wandered al one, stalking the glen |like a restless beast. My feet struck the path
| eading to the dead | ake. | wal ked on, reaching the strand, and comng to the water's edge. The
stink of the | ake repul sed nme, but | forced nyself to continue along the shore. | had not wal ked

far when | sensed that soneone el se had cone down to the water

"Who is it? Wio is there?"

"Tegid.. ." replied a voice, and | heard a sob

" Goewyn?"
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I nmoved towards the sound of her gentle sobbing. Goewyn cane into ny arms and, face in hands, she
put her head against ny chest. "Wy do you weep? VWhat is wong?"

"Gmenllian. . ." she said, her voice nuffled and indistinct. | felt her head nove away as she
lifted her face. "I have seen her, Tegid. | have seen Gaenllian-in a dream" she expl ai ned

qui ckly. "She came to ne in a dream"”

"Ah," | soothed, "I understand."

She pushed herself away fromne. "I saw her. She spoke to ne. Gwenllian spoke to ne."

"What did she tell you?"

Goewyn paused and drew a | ong, shaky breath. "I do not understand it."

"Tell me."

Sl i ppi ng her hand under ny el bow, Goewyn turned ne asi de and we began wal ki ng al ong the darkly
festering |l ake. After a while, she said, "I thought to wait until the council concluded. . . to
hear what would be done. But | grewtired. My head felt heavy, and nmy eyes would not stay open. |
thought to rest for only a noment. | fell asleep as soon as | |ay down.

"As | slept, | heard a strange sound: like the rustling of birds' w ngs, above ny head. The sound
woke nme.. . | woke-in ny dream| woke. Yet, | knew myself to be asleep, and | knew that | dreaned
still.”

"I know this kind of dream" | told her. "What did you see?"

"I saw the |ake," she answered, her voice growi ng distant as she entered her dream once nore-in
menory this time. "I saw the lake as it is-vile and stinking. | saw the waters thickening with the
foul ness. And | saw soneone standing at the edge of the lake.. . a woman- dressed all in white. As
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soon as | saw her, | knewthat it was Gmvenllian. | ran to her. | enbraced her, Tegid! She was
alive again! | was so happy!"

I did not reply, so she continued.

"Then Gaenllian spoke to ne. | heard her voice, and
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she seened reconcil ed-and nore than that. She was content. She shone wi th peace and satisfaction
her face glowed." Goewyn fell silent, awed by the power of the vision

"She spoke to you. What did she say?"

"She told me to remenber the prophecy. She said it was very inportant. She said that the vision
had been truly spoken, and that it would be fulfilled." Goewyn gripped ny armtightly in her
excitement. "She said that it is ihe Day of Strife, but that the Swift Sure Hand was with the Gw
Gnir."

"Are you certain? The Gw Gair, that is what she said?"

"Yes, but | do not know what it neans," she replied. "Gur-truth? Wio are the Men of Gair?"

"l do not know," | said, shaking ny head slowy. "Unless the Men of Gair are any who woul d oppose
Mei dron. "

The termwas part of the prophecy which Gaenllian had given to Llew after the Hero Feat on Ynys
Bai nail; he al one had stood against the Cythraw, and he al one had been given the prophetic word.

I had thought about the prophecy many tines, searching its phrases in ny mind. Liew and | had
of ten argued over its meaning.
"Did she say anything el se?"

Goewyn paused, choosing her words carefully. "Yes." Her voice was but a whisper. "She said... 'Do
not be afraid. There is healing in the water."'"
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The G Gnir

"Say it again, Goewyn. Wat did Geenllian tell you?"

"She put out her hand," Goewyn answered, "and pointed away fromnme. | |ooked and saw that she was

pointing at the |ake. Gmenllian said, 'Do not be afraid. There is healing in the water.' And then.
" Goewyn sniffed.

"Yes? And then?"

"I awoke," she replied. "I cane here-I ran all the way-" The tears started again. "I canme down to
the lake. . . | thought Gwaenllian nmight be here. It seened so real. | thought she had cone back to
us.. .and | would fnd her here."

"Did she say anything el se? Think carefully now.

Anything at all?"

Her chin, quivering, Goewyn shook her head slowy.

"No," she said softly. "There was nothing else. Ch, Tegid. . . Tegid, | saw her."

I reached out to Goewyn, put my arns around her shoul ders and drew her close. W stood for a
monent in silence, and then Goewyn strai ghtened and pull ed away. She dried her tears and left ne
to contenpl ate the meani ng of her dream al one.

I did not sleep that night. | wal ked beside the poisoned | ake, the stench strong in nmy nostrils.
My head swarmed with thoughts; nmy talks with Nettles and Goewyn had |l eft me disturbed and uneasy.
Wth every step I could feel a dread purpose quickening just beyond
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the walls of this worlds-real minexorable, unyielding. | could sense it, but | could not
conprehend it.

Bef ore dawn the warriors assenbl ed. Preparations had continued through the night, and with the
com ng of daylight they gathered. The carynx called them and with nmy inner eye | saw them
Arrayed in battle gear, they stood stout and strong like a forest of tall oaks, waiting to be
called forth by the battlechiefs ranged before them

Scat ha, green eyes level, her fair hair gathered and bound beneath her burni shed warcap, chose
first. Bearing a small round shield on her shoulder and a shirt of |eather sewn with overl appi ng
di sks of bronze like the scales of a |lizard, she raised a white spear with one |ong, supple arm
She had tied three strips of cloth to the shaft of her spear just bel ow the | eaf-shaped bl ade: two
bl ack strips, and one white. These were neirwon cofeb- synbols by which to renenber her daughters,
those for whom she fought this day, and whose deaths and rape she woul d avenge. Her clear voice
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call ed out the names of the warriors who would own the honor of follow ng her in battle.

The Pen-y-Cat, it had been deci ded, would be the war |eader. Suprene in skill, unrivalled in
judgment, she was the nost form dable of all adversaries, and the nost cunning of battlechiefs.
Under her training countless warriors had earned their arms, and nmany had achi eved greatness and
renown- but none had ever surpassed Scatha. In all, she chose but fifty, and the choice passed on
Next came Bran Bresal, an oak anong oaks, dark hair braided in gleanmng plaits, ring of gold
glinting on his left armand torc shining at his throat; he raised his red-painted spear. From out
of the nassed warriors cane the Ravens: N all, Garanaw, Al un Tringad, Drustwn, and Enyr Lydaw.

Li ke their |eader, they wore no cloak, or siarc, or breecs or belt. Like the heroes of song who
put Dff their clothes to fight, the Ravens entered battle naked, their oiled bodies glistening in
t he sun.
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Each man saluted his battiechief as he stepped near- clashing the halt of his spear against Bran's
shield, or slapping the raven tattoo on his sword arm

Bran also called others to his flock-warriors he had chosen to join the Flight of Ravens. Wen all
were assenbl ed the chanpion took his place before them and the choice passed on.

Cynan, blue eyes alight with anticipation, chose next. He stood with his arm upraised, gripping
the hilt of a honed sword in his fist. His flame-red hair was cut short and greased to his head;
hi s noustache and beard were brushed full. He called the warriors of his Gal anae warband, and
others that he knew. Then he turned to his father, King Cynfarch, who nodded sagely. Cynan was war
| eader for his father, but the king retained the right to approve the choice. This ritua

observed, the choice passed on

Ki ng Cal bha, torced and ringed with gold, a nassive sword on his hip, drove the point of his blue-
pai nted spear into the ground, and gripped the shaft with both hands. In a voice that belied |ike
iron, he called out the menbers of his Cruin warband. He sumoned themin ranks often, and when he
was finished three fifties of men stood behind him

Liew, garbed sinply in breecs and | eather belt, rose fromthe rock on which he sat and stood with
a sword in his good 'hand; a long shield hid his stunp fromview. He lifted his voice and call ed
the remaining warriors. Not slowto join himwere the nen he sutmoned; nmany ran in their eagerness
to serve. Each warrior struck the rimof Liews shield with his spear shalt as he passed, and the
sound was thunderous. Wen all had gathered, three thirties and three stood with himin honor of
the slain bards of Prydain.

Then Liew raised his sword high, the carynx sounded, and | saw Rhoedd standing on a rock with the

great, curved battlehorn to his lips. The sound assaulted the air, filling the glen, echoing from
the ridge wall. Rhoedd sounded the horn again, and the Flight of
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Ravens noved forward at the run. Scatha and her warband were next, then Cynan and Cal bha, and
finally Lieww th his triple ranks. Taking up nmy staff, | followed the war host and began nounting

to the top of Druim Vran.

The people had cone to see us away. They stood along the track and hail ed us as we passed, banking
high the warriors' courage. | saw Goewyn in the forefront, waving a birch branch, and Nettles
standi ng beside her with a holly bough; birch and holly, the twin enblens of strength and valor in
the lore of bards.

In the early norning light, | saw the warba.nds of our tribe fearless and eager to neet the eneny.
| saw brave men running to neet death: the G Gnir, hastening to carry the battle to the eneny. |
raised ny staff as they passed and call ed upon the Swift Sure Hand to uphold themthrough the
fight; | invoked the Goodly-Wse to guide their steps; | entreated the Gfting Gver to grant them
the victory.

W were woeful ly out nunbered by Meldron's forces. This we knew But the war |eaders had judged the
risk carefully: to have any chance at all against such an overwhel mi ng foe, we nust act quickly.
Qur water stores were dwindling rapidly; we could not allow ourselves to be weakened through
thirst. To hold any hope of surviving, we nust strike now before Meidron could establish hinself
in the valley beyond, and while we were still strong enough to Iift our swords.

The council had decided to seek out Meldron and attack him |f we succeeded in killing Meidron and
his Wil f Pack, it was thought the rest of the war host would |ikely abandon the fight: chop off
the head and the viper dies. W might then send north to a nearby island for water; for we
considered that the taint would not yet have reached beyond the shores of Cal edon.

The war bands gai ned the ridgetop and took their positions. By the tine | joined them the host was
ranged along the length of DruimVran-waiting while the war | eaders conferred.
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We woul d not attack until Scatha had determ ned the eneny's strength and di sposition; she wanted
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to see Meldron and [ earn how he stood before ordering our own ranks. As to that, any weakness in
Mel dron's position was nmore than redressed by numbers. The Great Hound's war host spread across
the valley on both sides of the river: thousands.. . and thousands nore.

"I never imagined.. ." Liew shook his head slowy as | took ny place beside him Bran stood at his
| eft hand, gazing down into the valley, eyes hard, his nouth a thin, tight |ine.

"The Hound of Prydain has succeeded beyond his

own inflanmed anbitions," | observed. "He has clinbed high over the bodies of the nurdered and
ensl aved. "

"Then he will fall the further,” Bran declared. "I

will count it an honor to bring about the ruin he so richly deserves."

We stood on the ridgetop awaiting Scatha's return.

Since we could not see Meldron hinmself, or his WIf

Pack, she and Cynan had gone down for a closer I|ook.

When she rejoined us, we would nake our final decisions

about the ordering of battle.

As it happened, we had long to wait. The sun rose higher, growing hotter as it clinbed into a
dusty brown sky, and the norning passed. W grew weary of waiting, and the nen grew restive-and
thirsty. W drank our water ration for the day and watched the fierce sun soar higher. Cal bha
joined us and we sat together, scanning the valley below. The snoke fromtheir cooking fires
spread across the distance, grey-white, billow ng |ike waves.

"They are an ocean," Cal bha observed quietly. "And

we are but a burn trickling out of the hills."

The sun neared m dday before Scatha appeared at last, and with a disturbing report: warriors were
still streaming into the valley in great numbers. "But Meidron is not yet with his war host,"
Scatha told us. "He may be anong those even now entering the valley, but we did not see him"
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"The war host is not assenbled. They are not massing for attack," Cynan added. "They seemto be
waiting."

"No doubt they are waiting for Meldron," Liewreplied. "If that is the way of it, perhaps we
shoul d not wait. Perhaps we should attack."

Cynan | ooked doubtful, but shrugged. "I would fight the Geat Hound rather than his pups, but we
cannot sit here any longer. Let us begin."

Ll ew | ooked to Scatha. "What say you, Pen-y-Cat?"

She, too, rose. "I do not think we will take them unawares, but they are disorderly and
unprepared. Wthout Meidron they may be nore easily daunted. Yes, we will attack."

Bran, Cynan, Cal bha added their agreement, and all took their |eave, returning to their waiting
war bands. "Well," Liew said, drawing his wist stunp through the shield straps, "it has cone to
this. WIIl you uphold us in battle?"

"Why do you ask? You know that | wll."

"l know." He | eaned his sword against his thigh and gripped ny armwith his good hand. "Farewell,
Tegid."

"May it go well with you, brother," | replied, enbracing himtightly.

He turned away then and took his place at the head of his warband. But a nonent |ater, he lifted
his sword in a silent signal and the warriors began noving down the ridge to the valley. They soon
di sappeared anong the trees and were lost to ny inner sight; | did not see them any nore.

I wal ked along the top of DruimVran until | found a rock outcrop | arge enough for ne to stand on
and hi gh enough for ne to be seen fromthe valley below | clinbed onto ny rock perch and squatted
on ny haunches until the battle began

A dull, sullen sun poured white heat into the valley, through which the river oozed |ike a black
noxi ous smudge. The river-thick and turgid with its scumof corruption-held ny attention for a
monent. It formed
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a natural barrier in the valley; not nuch of an obstacle, admttedly, but | noticed that the eneny
kept well away fromits banks. Al along its reeking |length, the canps on either side gave the
river wide respect. No one drank fromit, of course, nor did anyone attenpt to cross it.

Wth ny quickened inner eye, | scanned the wide valley for sight of bare earth and saw none. The
vall ey swarmed with the horde, and yet warriors streaned through the narrow gl en nouth. WAs ever
such a mghty force seen in Al bion?

No; never. | sat upon ny rock and gazed at a wonder. Not in the days of Nened, not even in the
days of Nuadha, had such a war host been known. O horses and nen there was no end. The spears of
the warriors bristled like an ashwood forest; the glint of their swords in the dire sun flashed
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with the spiked radiance of the sea, and their shields were nore nunerous than shells on an

endl ess beach.

Scat ha, Wse War Leader, had declined the use of horses-a desperately prudent stroke. Horses would
| end us power at the outset, but they would also nake it easier for the eneny to identify,
surround, and contain us. Qur battle plan depended upon penetrating deep into Meidron's forces,
finding himand renmoving hi mand that could be acconplished nore efficiently by nen afoot who, in
the chaos of battle, might slip through the ranks unobserved.

I watched the foot of the ridgewall, where the first signs of the attack would come. Scatha had

al so directed that no carynx should sound the attack. "They will discover our attack soon enough,"
she said. "But perhaps we can penetrate to the heart of Meidron's host before those across the
river even know the battle has begun.”

That was our one thin hope: take the center and hold it. This would force the eneny to fight
inward upon itself to reach us. W would be surrounded, yes; but there were so nany warriors we
woul d be soon surrounded whatever we did. At |east, by taking the center, we would create a
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smal ler field of battle, and our own warbands woul d not be separated.

It was, as | say, a desperate tactic. But, as | | ooked down upon the nasses of warriors encanped
bel ow, | understood beyond all doubt the utter hopel essness of our position. W could not expect
to overpower Meldron. At best, we could only.. . what? Blunt his attack? Delay his inevitable
victory?

Cal bha was right, we were but a burn trickling out of the hills. The war host of the G eat Hound
was as wi de and deep as the sea. Once battle commenced, that vast sea woul d whel mus over and we
woul d vani sh without a trace.

Even as this thought took root in nmy mind, | heard the raw croak of a raven taking flight above
the ridge. | turned ny sightless eyes towards the sky, and was given the vision of black w ngs
against a filthy yellow sky. | recoiled fromthe sight and turned away.

Gren.llian's voice cane light as a sigh in ny ear. The Banfaith had sai d:

Let the sun be dull as anber, |et the nmoon hide her face:

abomi nation stalks the land. Let the four winds contend with one another in dreadful blast; |et

t he sound be heard among the stars. The Dust of the Ancients will rise on the clouds; the essence
of Albion is scattered and torn anong contendi ng w nds.

Then shall rage the G ant of Wckedness, and terrify all with the keen edge of his sword. H's eyes
shall flash forth fire, his lips shall drip poison. Wth his great host he will despoil the
island. Al who oppose himw |l be swept away in the flood of wongdoing that flows from his hand.
The Island of the Mghty will become a tonb.

Al this by the Brazen Man is cone to pass, who |ikew se nmounted on his steed of brass works woe

both great and dire. Rise up Men of Gair! Fill your hands w th weapons and oppose the false nmen in
your midst! The sound of the battleclash will be heard anong the stars of heaven and the G eat
Year will proceed to its final consummation
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Yes, it had all cone to pass as she had predicted. But the prophecy finished with a riddle:

Hear, 0 Son of Albion: Blood is born of blood. Flesh is born of flesh. But the spirit is born of
Spirit and with Spirit evernore remains. Before Albion is One, the Hero Feat nust be perforned and
Silver Hand nust reign.

Silver Hand was the name given to the Chanpion

who woul d save Albion. It was Llew s nane: Liew LIl aw Eraint, of whom marvell ous things were
foretold.

An accusing voice arose within ne: Fool! Wat have

you done?

| had tried to force the fulfillment of the prophecy by making himking. But | had failed in that.
Mei dron had shattered any hope that Llew m ght reign. The Rule of Sovereignty cannot be broken or
set aside-not for any reason, not for any man. The Great Hound Meidron had snatched away the

ki ngshi p when he struck off Liew s hand.

And now, | thought, gazing over the stinking,

snoke-filled valley and the eneny spread in deadly array, the Island of the M ghty has becone a

t onb.

I heard the sound of an approaching footfall soft behind me. Before | could turn, | felt Goewn's
hand on my shoulder. "I nmean to stay with you, Tegid," she said, brooking no denial

"Stay," | said. "W will uphold our brave ones

t oget her. "

She settled beside nme. "I could not wait with the
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others. | thought perhaps you could use sonmeone to see for you."

We sat together, taking some small confort in each other's presence as we waited for the battle to
begin. And when it did begin, it was as a tiny ripple on the edge of the ocean that was Meidron's
host. | saw a swirl like the eddy of a wave in the canp directly bel owand even watched it for a
time before realizing that it was Scatha's force surging into the foe

"There" CGoewyn said. "It has begun!"

Cal bha' s warband entered the fray behind and to the
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right of Scatha, with Cynan's but a short distance to the left. The three together pushed quickly
through the ill-ordered and unwary ranks, striking nore deeply and nore rapidly than | woul d have

t hought possi ble. The eneny seened to nelt before them giving ground w thout a fight.

The Flight of Ravens struck in fromthe far tight, driving towards Scatha. They were a marvel to
behol d! The speed with which they noved! | could see Bran running headl ong into the eneny,
scattering whole tribes of warriors before him Al un Tringad and Garanaw strove to overtake hi mon
either hand, and the rest of the Raven Flight, unhindered by the eneny, scranbled to keep abreast
of their |eader.

Llew | did not see at first. But Goewyn said, "I see him To the left, beyond Cynan. There he is!"
Wth my inward vision | beheld Liewwith his warband, flying to neet Scatha. As with the others,
the eneny ranks merely opened before them rolling back upon thenselves as the attackers drove
bravely in.

I heard a shout fromthe ridgetop to the left, and turned to see half the popul ati on of D nas Dw
standing on the ridge, and the rest scranbling to find a place to view the battle. Unable to await
the outcone, they had all cone to witness it.

The shouts soon grew to a chorus of cheers. | doubted whether the warriors could hear the

encour agenent of their kinsmen, but it poured down upon themin a heartfelt shower of praise. And
for atime it seened as if the inpossible had becone plain fact: we would, by sheer deternination
al one, defeat the foe where they stood and drive themfromthe valley.

A fall of pebbles, clattering among the rocks to nmy right, gave ne to know that Nettles,
unobtrusive as ever, had taken his place beside ne. Cynfarch, spear in hand, cane at his heels,
scanning the valley below |f the size of the Geat Hound's forces surprised him he gave no sign
"I't has begun well," he observed as he cane to stand behind ne. "For all their nunbers, they are
ill-trained and unready."
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"Yes, it has begun well,"” | agreed. | had never seen a war host in such disarray and confusion
and told himso. "Indeed, they do not behave as warriors at all."

So saying, | realized why it was so. These were not warriors. OF course not. How could Meldron
field a war host so vast? If | had stopped but a nonent to consider the question before, |I would

have seen the obvious: there were not enough warriors in all of Albion to amass a war host so
great. Meidron had swelled his ranks with the hel pl ess he had conquered-farmers and craftsnen,
shepherds and untrai ned youths. He had given them spears and swords but, though they w el ded
weapons, they were not warriors. That is why, faced with the dreadful desperation of our own
warriors, the hapless foenen-ill-matched and unprepared-sinply turned and ran, or stood and were
cut down.

It was not cause for praise, certainly. But the sight of the eneny fleeing before our rapidly
advanci ng warriors made the people shout and cheer all the same. dad acclaimrose up fromthe
hei ght s and echoed down the slopes towards the valley in a bright cascade of blessing. Wth ny

inner eye, | saw the eneny churning in retreat, ebbing like the failing tide, flow ng back and
away fromthe sharp edge of our attack. Farners and shepherds against skilled warriors! There
could be no glory fromsuch a victory. Still, shameful though it was, | dared hope that the bold,

deci sive assault of our warriors-driving ever deeper, striking into the nmidst of the invader-
woul d yet turn the battle into a rout.
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36

Deadly River

Cal bha and Scatha drove deep into the center of the eneny host-alas, their swi ft advance coul d not
continue. On the near bank of the river the retreat stiffened and abruptly halted. Wrd of the
attack had reached Meldron's nounted warriors who had now had tinme enough to gather and nmake the
first real attenpt at resistance. Still, there were so many frightened people striving to escape
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that the horsenen could not reach Scatha's warband.

Cynan's force was thwarted by the swiftly thickening press. Escape cut off by their own | eaders,
the ill-trained enemy turned once nore to engage Cynan's withering fury. There were so many bodies
pressed tightly together that Cynan could scarcely swing his sword. Bran and the Ravens were

| i kewi se obstructed. Though we could not see themclearly, we watched the spear-blade formation
thrusting deep into the ranks of the enemy. They still drove towards Scatha, but their progress
was slowed to a craw .

"They mean to fight," Cynfarch observed. "The Dagda have nercy on them"

Ll ew s warband strove to join Scatha and Cal bha in the center. But, as with Bran and Cynan, the
arrival of the nounted warriors arrested Llew s progress. Ml dron's undisciplined mass fornmed an

unwi | Iing wall; Llew could not advance-there were too nany people between himand the center
ground where Scat ha stood.
374

But if our own warriors could not further the attack, neither could the eneny retaliate
effectively. The battle seened to have run aground. Like contrary currents in the sea, waves of
warriors flowed over and agai nst one another in contending swells-sonme striving towards the
attackers, others struggling away. Qur own warbands were islands bounded by these chaotic cross-
currents.

The sound of the carynx bellowed fromacross the valley. Wrd of the attack had finally reached
the enemy war | eaders, who now t hought to sound the alarm But they had foolishly established
thensel ves on the far side of the river, and could not now direct their ill-trained warriors, who
flailed usel essly.

It did not take Bran Bresal long to resolve his dilemma. Finding it inpossible to hack his way
through the tangle, he threw his shield before himand sinply battered his way forward,
overwhel mi ng any who stood in his way. The Ravens followed his | ead, and soon they had forned a
clear path through the crush of bodies. Over a living road they advanced. | do not believe their
feet touched 'the ground.

"They have done it!" cried Goewn, as the Flight of Ravens joined Scatha and Cal bha in the center
of the battleground. "And now Cynan is noving!"

The eneny flowed into the space abandoned by the Ravens. Cynan nust have sensed the surge and
instinctively noved towards it. Wat began as a stunbling push ended in a headl ong rush: Cynan
drove into and through the turmoil like a bull charging a scattering herd; many fell before his
bl ade. The force of their charge carried the warband into the circle cleared by Scatha and the
Ravens.

"Now only Llewis left," Goewyn said, clasping nmy hand as she gazed anxiously into the tumult.
"The horses will cut themoff," countered Cynfarch, gesturing with his spear. "Li ew cannot nove."
Unabl e to advance on the center, the nmounted foenen had turned aside and were forcing their way
al ong the outside towards Llew, effectively blocking his
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attenpt to join the others in the center. Liew s warband woul d be separated fromthe nain body of
warriors and would have to fight on alone-until they could find or force a way past the horsenen.
Though the sun burned hot in the deathly sky, | felt a shadow fall over ne. "Now t hey need
horses," Cynfarch nmuttered. "And chariots. Horses and chariots!"

More eneny horsenmen were noving towards Llew s force. Al though none had yet joined the fight,
could see that they would, and soon. Goewyn saw it, too. She clutched ny arm her fingernails dug
into ny skin. | heard a sharp tappi ng sound and noticed Nettles, a stone gripped tight in his
fist, absently pounding his hand against the rock on which he sat, staring w de-eyed at the battle
bel ow.

The horsenen drove closer. The others were encircled, and Liew could do nothing to stemthe
onslaught. It was for me to act. | stood. Taking my staff, | raised it to the fierce and

unrel enting sun. As Chief Bard of Al bion, | summoned forth the power of the Taran Tafod and | oosed
itto the aid of our warriors.

| raised nmy staff and lifted nmy voice to the heavens, and to the forces beyond. "Gwaando! Gyd

G ynoedd, Gmando!" | called, and heard ny voice grow | oud. "Gwaando! Nefol EIf enau, OGwmando
Erfyn Fygu Gelyn! Gamzhio Celyn! Gorch CGelyn! Gmnasgu Celyn!"

The words formed on ny tongue and | eaped frommny lips like flanes; | breathed fire. My voice was
no | onger ny own, but the voice of the all-sustaining Wrd beyond words. | enptied myself of al

t hought and becane a vibrating reed played upon by the wllful w nd.

"Gyd EIf enau A Nefol G ynpedd! Gwando! Gorch Gormail Fygu!" | called, hearing only the sound of
the Taran Tafod blaring like the carynx. Filling nmy lungs, | opened ny nouth and | et the words of

the anci ent and sacred speech flow frommy i nnernost heart. "Nefol Elfenau, Gwando! Erfyn Fygu
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Gelyn! Gathio Gelyn! Gorch Gelyn! Gmnasgu Celyn!"

A fitful breeze stirred; I felt it on ny face.

376

"Gm ando, Gyd Nefol Elfenau! Erfyn Gwando! Erfyn Nefol! Gorch Gormail Fygu!" | cried in the

voi ce of the bellow ng bull-roarer. The w nd qui ckened, plucking at nmy sleeves as | held the staff
in stiff arms over ny head. | threw back my head and let the Taran Tafod thunder forth of its own
volition.

And, as if in answer to nmy cry, | heard the moan of the rising wind gathering fromthe four

quarters. The dry heat of the day was quenched as clouds unfurled to obscure the sun. That hot,
white sky-flane grew pale under a pall of snmpoke and cloud...

Let the sun be dull as anber...

The wind swirled; howing, it gathered force. A cold blast struck ne full in the face, and anot her
buf feted me from behind, |ashing nmy back and | egs. The people cried out in alarm and scranbled
back fromthe cliff edge. Cynfarch hunkered down behind nme, and Goewyn wrapped her arns around ny
| egs-as much to steady ne as to protect herself. Nettles scuttled closer

Let the four winds contend with one another in dreadful blast..

The wild wi nds scoured the enpty skypaths and screaned into the valley, tearing at the rocks and
turf, raising pillars of dust, whirling and heaving it high in darkly billow ng streans.

The Dust of the Ancients will rise on the clouds..

Goewyn clung to ny legs, and Cynfarch | eaned on his spear shaft to remain upright. In the valley
bel ow, the enenmy warriors quailed, their confusion wonderfully increased. They wail ed and shouted
in angui sh as the weird gal es assailed them

the essence of Albion is scattered and torn anong contendi ng w nds. .

Across the poisoned river, the eneny battlehorns blared, their frightful din all but snothered by
the ragi ng squall of the gale. The sky darkened to false twilight- hard-edged stars burned anong
the stream ng clouds. Frightened horses screaned and reared, throwing their riders beneath their
hooves. The cries of terrified men
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m ngled with the shrieks of the dying; the sharp crack of spear on shield pierced the skyvault.
Qur brave warriors stood to their work, iron blades pealing as they struck

The sound of the battleclash will be heard anmong the stars of heaven..

Dar kness passed before my inner eye. Blindness reclainmed nme. Amidst the bawl of the tempest |
could hear the clash of weapons and the shouts of men rising up fromthe valley below, but | could
no | onger see what was taking place on the battl eground.

"Goewyn!" | shouted. "Goewyn! Hear ne! | cannot see!”

Shifting the staff to my left hand, | reached down for her, took -her arm and she scranmbled to
her feet. She put her armaround me and together we stood against the gale. Nettles assunmed the
task of hel ping steady ne; rising to his knees, he snaked an arm around ny |l egs and held on tight.

"My sight is gone," | shouted. "Look for me, Goewyn! Be ny eyes!"”

"It is terrible, Tegid! There are so many-lI cannot see him.. Yes! There he is! | see Llew. The
warband is with him The horsenmen have reached them but they are standing their ground. The
horses are afraid-they rear and plunge.. . it is difficult-the riders cannot fight fromthe
saddl e. Qur warriors strike themat will. . . the fighting is cruel."

"What of the Ravens?"

"I see the Ravens," she confirmed. "l see Bran. They are pressing forward-they are trying to reach

Liew. But there are horsenen before themand nore are comng."

"They are cut off," added Cynfarch. "The Ravens cannot reach Llew."

"And Cynan-what of Cynan? Do you see hinP"

"Yes, | see him" began Goewyn.

"He is at the forefront of his men," Cynfarch put in. "He is fighting. They are all fighting."
"What of the enemy? How do they stand?"
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"The eneny has surrounded our war host. Scatha is in the center of the ring. Calbha is to the
right of her. Cynan stands to the left. Bran is also on the left,"” Cynfarch replied, raising his
voi ce to be heard above the gale.

Goewyn added: "Scores, Tegid, hundreds are fleeing-they do not want to fight. But their

battl echiefs are making them stand. They jab with their spears, but there is little hurt."

"How nmany have we |ost? How many killed or wounded?"

"I think-" Goewyn began, pausing to assess the nunbers, "The eneny has | ost nmany-there are many
down. And... oh, but they are all pressing so tightly. | cannot say, Tegid. Sone, | think, not
many. "
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My staff had grown heavy; ny arm ached fromholding it above ny head. Tears fromthe w ndbl ast
streamed fromny dead eyes. | gripped the staff with ny benunbed hand, and steadied ny trenbling

arm Enpl oying the secret tongue of the bards, | called upon the Swift Sure Hand to enfold our
warriors and uplift them
"Dagda Samildanac!" | cried, "Gwando, Dagda! Cyfodi Gm Gwir, Sicur Liaw Sanildanac! Cyfodi A

Cysgodi, Dagda Sicur Liaw Ga ando!"

The wi nd shrieked down fromthe ridge. Cold the blast, keen the gale. My linbs trenbled with the
power surging around ne. | heard the searing crack of lightning and the thunder's answering roar.
My inward parts quivered; the ground beneath ny feet quaked. It was all | could do to stand

agai nst the tenpest.

"Tegid!" cried Goewyn pressing close. "They are falling back-the eneny is falling back!"

"Tell me, Coewyn!"

"Hwyntffoi!" shouted Nettles. "They flee!"

"They are all running to the river!" Goewyn confirmed. "They are running away!" The gale tore the
words fromher lips alnost before she could utter them

| grasped the staff by one end and raised its point to
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the sky. "Daillaw Gnasgu Celyn! Gorch Yr Gelyn!"

Again | felt the vibrating pulse in ny hands and arns, in ny |egs and bones and bl ood. Despite the
buffeting winds, | felt the air shudder around me and the heavens convul sed.

The staff in nmy hand burst into flamng fragments and the hot, dry scent of scorched air filled ny
lungs as the bull-roar of thunder broke over ne. My skulibone throbbed under the bl ow, ny heart
stopped beating in nmy chest. Clear white |ight burned inside ny head.

And it seened to nme that | flewlike an eagle; high, high into the stormtw sted sky, blown by

wi nds. | saw the battl eground far below, and the nmen noving on it. But | did not see themas nen:
they were waves on a troubled sea, surging and crashing. | saw it all with an eagle's keen eye,
and then | fell-steeply plunging, swiftly diving.

Snoke obscured ny sight. | fell and fell. And when it seened that | must strike the ground, the

snoke cleared and | saw that | stood in the valley in the mdstof battle. Al around ne streaned
fleeing men, eyes wide with terror, stunbling in their haste, tranpling their fallen. They fled to
the river where, in their desperation to escape, they threw thenselves into the vile water

Heedl ess, panic-filled, they |eaped fromthe crowded banks into the flowi ng corruption. The first
eneny plunged in to their thighs and staggered forward through the bl ack ooze intent on reaching
safety on the other side. But, after floundering a few steps they halted as a new horror

over whel med t hem

Mout hs gaping, they turned screaming to their kinsmen in fearful agony. Their cries were
appalling. Mre horrible still was the sight of their shrivelled, suppurating flesh.

For where the noxious water touched the skin it wi thered, sores appeared and bl ood gushed forth-
bl ood and yel |l ow pus. Their hands and arns blushed red with sores, and their thighs and | egs. The
poi son splashed into their eyes and onto their necks and chests and faces. The
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shrill noan of the gale soon nmingled with the shrieks of tortured men thrashing in the killing
wat ers.

They staggered and stunbl ed. Those who fell into the river did not rise again. Yet though their
kinsmen rent the air with their hideous cries, nore and still nore nen threw thenmsel ves into the

deadly flow. They, too, were trapped, nmutilated, and killed by the cruel poison. Red bl ood stained
the bl ack water.

Men-scream ng, howing in pain |ike beasts, flesh stream ng, |acerated-struggled towards the far
bank. There was no turning back: the press of the fleeing throngs behind them drove them on
forced themto their deaths. The black river swelled with floating bodies. None who started
reached the far bank alive.

The horror of this strange death al arnmed those on the near bank and their panic increased tenfold.
Men threw down their weapons and sank to the ground: dead but for the shaking of their linbs. On
the far side of the poisoned river, nen stood flat-footed on the bank and stared in sl ack-nout hed
wonder at the terrible nmarvel before them

| turned fromthe outrage of this sight and searched for our warriors-for Llew and Bran, Scatha
and Cynan. Men surged around ne in dizzy, reckless flight. Wapons clattered to the ground.
Frenzied with fear, the eneny had turned its back on the battle and now sought only to escape. But
of our own warriors | could see nothing.

"Llew" | cried, staggering forward. | tripped over a body at ny feet and fell spraw ing upon the
ground. Before |I could rise, soneone seized ne..
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"Tegid!" | felt hands on ne, tugging at ne. Goewyn and Nettles held ne to the ground as if the
wi nd m ght take ne.
My ears rang with the echo of the thunder as it boormed and runbled across the valley. | gasped and

drew breath. | struggled to ny knees. | tried to stand, but nmy |l egs would not hold nme. Nettles put
his arns around ny shoul ders and supported ne.

Goewyn bent near. | felt her hands on ny face. She
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37

Def eat

Swi ft horses racing, Meidron entered the valley to the dull thunder of drumm ng hooves and the
blaring of the battlehorn. My inner vision quickened at the sound and | behel d Meidron advanci ng
across the plain with a warband five hundred strong. He did not |ead them but rode in a chari ot
surrounded by the elite fifty of his Wlf Pack. Siawn Hy rode beside the G eat Hound. The traitor
Pal adyr was not with them but | little doubted he was near.

They had cone across the hills in order to avoid the river and now cane flying over the battle

pl ain, seizing the ground behind us. Even as our war |eaders turned to neet the foe, they were

ri dden down. The eneny was upon us too quickly. There was no tine to nount a coherent defence;
there was no tinme torally, no tine to regroup

Al'l hope was | ost before we had even lifted bl ade against this new threat.

Even so, Bran and Scatha made a fight of it. If they had received the benefit of a warning, who
can say what they night have achieved? As it was, Bran succeeded in pulling down three horsenen,
and Scat ha nade short work of four nore before they |learned to respect her prowess.

But Meldron had no intention of merely overwhel m ng us and cutting us down, which he might easily
have done. He had sonething nore diverting
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pl anned. Instead of committing his warriors to conbat, he assenbled themin ranks and forned a
retaining wall around us. Then he began slowy to press us, step by grudging step, towards the
river. Those we had driven to the banks gave way behind until our warriors stood with backs to the
killing river and a tight forest of spearbiades at their throats.

Bran nmade a fearless, futile lunge for a warrior who had unw sely edged too cl ose. The nman was
haul ed from his horse and Bran seized the reins and | eaped onto the aninmal's back. For a nonent it
appeared that he mght break through the ranks. The Flight of Ravens nmade ready to follow him
through the gap, but the horse's legs were cut fromunder it and Bran fell beneath the aninmal as
it thrashed on the ground.

Goewyn, standing beside nme, shouted defiantly as they over-powered himand took himprisoner. She
m ght have saved her breath, for we all suffered the same huniliation soon enough. In scalding
shame, brave warriors were di sarned: one by one the Ravens were pinned to the ground with spears
and stripped of their weapons; their hands were tied behind their backs and they were bound each
to the other-Bran, Alun, Garanaw, Niall, Drustwn and Enmyr-| ashed together, with rope nooses around
their necks.

Cynan' s warband endured the sanme treatnment. Those who resisted or tried to fight back were beaten
until they | ost consciousness, or had the tendons in their arns cut so that they could not raise
their swords. And when Cynan had been beaten sensel ess and his weapons confiscated, they turned to
Cal bha and Scatha's forces.

Only when we were all rendered powerless did Meldron show hinmself. The Great Hound called out from
anong his cl ose-crowded Wl f Pack in a bold voice: "lIs this the best you could do?" he shout ed.
"Is this the mghty LIew s invincible war host?"

"Where is Ll ew?" whi spered Goewyn urgently. "I

cannot see him"

"Nor can I."
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Cynfarch, seething beside me, said, "I think he is there-somewhere in the center. Wy does he not
resist?"

"I would stand beside Liew," | said, and began forcing nmy way towards the place Cynfarch had

i ndi cated. Goewyn pressed close, gripping nmy hand in hers. Nettles, trenbling slightly, noved
silently beside ne. An angry cry, and a spearblade sharp in ny back, halted us. W could nove no
nearer.
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"Can you see hin?" she asked.

"No," | replied.

Mei dron, too, wondered where Liew could be found. "Liew" he roared. "Were are you? Cone to ne,
if you are not afraid. | have cone searching for you, Liew Is this how you receive your king?"
LI ew answered from anong his nen. "I am here, Meldron."

"Cone out where | can see you," shouted Meidron. "Foolish to hide fromme now, cripple. Mist |
kill your nen one by one to fnd you?"

I heard warriors cursing as our tight-pressed throng shifted. "No," whispered Nettles, his voice
fervent and low. "Aros ol, Liew Stay back."

"Do not do it!" Cal bha shouted, and received the butt of a spear in his teeth. He dropped to the
ground. H's nen surged forward and were forced back by a double rank of spearpoints.

"I am here," Liew answered, stepping out fromanong the captives. "I amnot hiding fromyou

Mei dron. "

"That is far enough,” snarled Meidron fromhis chariot. "So! Did you think | would not conme to
snot her your small rebellion? Did you think you could elude ne forever? | nean to avenge ny
honor . "

"Honor?" inquired Llew coolly. "I wonder you do not choke on the word."

"Bind him" shouted Meidron, and Liew was taken. Wth his nmen around himand his adversary

di sarmed and bound, Meldron felt safe enough to neet Liew face
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to face. The Great Hound stepped down fromhis chariot. | burned with rage to see the scorn on his
haughty face and the swagger in his step as he approached. "You will die for that."

Liew offered no reply.

"Not hi ng to say?" sneered Meidron. | could see his arrogant grin. The Great Hound's vanity had
grown great indeed; he would indulge hinmself to the full. He reached out, stroked Liew s wi st
stunmp, gave it a slap, and |l aughed. Then, turning this way and that, he shouted, "Were is that
blind bard of yours? Were is Tegid hiding? O perhaps he fears the portion his treachery has
earned. "

Not slowto reply, | struggled forward and answered in a |oud voice, "You speak of nothing but
fear and hiding, Meidron. But it is well known that a coward sees cowardice in every man."

- Mel dron turned towards nme. "Ah, Tegid!" He gestured for nme to be brought before him and
was dragged forth. Cynfarch nade bold to stop them and was struck down. "I did not see you-but
you do not see ne, either." He | aughed, and a few of his WIf Pack | aughed with him "To be both
blind and a fool, you must have been born under a double curse.”

| waited while they enjoyed their small insult. Then | replied, "It is ever the way of the sick to
i magi ne their disease in others."

By way of answer, Meidron slashed ne across the nouth with the back of his hand. "For that you
will die last," he grunted, his face close to mine. "After all the others-you die."

It was then that | saw sonething that made nmy breath catch in my throat. Bound in gold and hangi ng
froma | eather thong around Mel dron's neck was a fragnment of white stone: a Singing Stone.

My gaze darted quickly to Siawmm Hy; he wore one, too! They all did-all of Meidron's chieftains,
and the warriors of his WIf Pack wore anul ets containing pieces of stone. Thinking that the Song
of Al bi on woul d nmake
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theminvinci ble, they had made talismans of the Singing Stones and now each man wore one around
hi s neck.

I only had a glinpse, for Meldron turned away, shouting, "Take themto the river!"

My hands were thrust behind me and bound. Strong arms seized ne; | was lifted off ny feet. Goewn
cried out, and was quickly silenced.

"Mel dron!"

It was Siawn Hy. He had been waiting, lurking in the usurper's shadow. Wrds passed between them
that | could not hear. Then Meidron turned, and when he spoke again he said, "I have |long desired

to see this enchanted city that Liew has built. |Is there anything to prevent ne, do you think? No?
Then | will see it at once."

Then the Great Hound called out to those who had seized us. "Bring them Bring themall!" he
cried. "Follow ne!"

We were haul ed up the ridge, as the eneny whelnmed Druim Vran in their vast nunber. The feet of the
foenmen struck the trackways, and our hidden glen was i nvaded. Qur people, standing along the
ridgewal | wailed to see our defeat. Their outcry struck the ear |ike the keening of a nother whose
child has gone down to death's dark pit. The lanment could be heard stream ng across the valley and
it tore at my heart.
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Captives all, we were marched down through the forest to the lake. Al our chieftains were bound
hand and foot, and we were nade to stand on the | akeshore. | wanted to be with Llew, to stand at
his side, to face death and di e together defying Meldron to his face.

But nmy hands were tied and | was pressed on every side by eneny warriors. | could not nove. Death
was close; | could feel the black w ngs hovering ever nearer with every breath.

Ri sking all, risking nothing-for | had nothing left- | cried out. "Meidron! Geat Hound of
Destruction! Scourge and Pestil ence of Albion, long may your life endure-so that you may savor the
condemati on your
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acts have earned. Great your guilt, greater still will be your shane. Despoiler! Abom nation! Live
| ong, Meidron, revel in the hatred you have rightly won! Delight in the |oathing your name
inspires! Rejoice in the ruin you have wrought in the land!"

| willed ny words to becone weapons that would

tornent himlong after ny flesh and bones were dust.

"Meidron!" | shouted, "Hear ny accusation! King of Hounds, behold your portion!" | extended ny
bound hands towards the poisoned lake. "Fill your lungs with its stink! The stench is exquisite is
it not? Behold the splendor of your reign, Meldron, King of Corruption, Prince of Poison!"
"Silence him" Meldron shouted angrily, and an instant later a fist smashed into ny jaw. A second
bl ow snapped ny head back. My nouth filled with blood and | fell to ny knees.

When | raised ny head once nore | saw the foul black water gleanming dully in the white Iight of
the naked sun as it struck the surface of the dead | ake. Liew knelt a short distance from ne al ong
the shore; he was bound at the wists, knees, and ankles. Ml dron towered over him gloating with
i mrense satisfaction

Narr ow eyed, superior, Siawn Hy skul ked behi nd.

I scanned the tight-pressed crowd, and | happened to glinpse Bran and Scatha in the forefront of
the prisoners. Cal bha stood nearby with his head down; he was bl eeding from wounds to his neck and
shoul der. All three of them wore nooses around their necks; their hands and feet were bound. | did
not see Nettles any nore, but Cynfarch stood erect with Goewyn defiant beside him fire in her
eyes. After Llew, they would be next to die.

A boat was drawn up on the shingle nearby. Meldron ordered Liew to be placed in the vessel, and
four of his WIf Pack lifted Liew and roughly handed himinto the craft. Then Meidron clinbed into
the boat with his prisoner and comanded that the boat be pushed away fromthe shore

W cked, and shrewd in his w ckedness, | saw then
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what Meidron intended. My heart heaved within ne like a captive beast hurling itself against its
cage. | struggled to rise.

"Meidron!" | shouted. Fists struck me down and hard hands held nme to the ground with nmy face a

hair's breadth fromthe noxious water.

The Great Hound nmeant to nurder Liew hideously in view of all his people. He intended that we
shoul d see Ll ew screanming his last breaths as the lethal waters of the poisoned | ake pared the
skin fromhis bones. Midron desired that we should see LIew die in withing agony, broken and
disfigured, his flesh a nass of bloody ul cers.

No doubt this was Siawn Hy's w cked intent-we had been brought to the |ake so that we m ght be

tortured and nmurdered at Dinas Dw in full sight of all. He wanted there to be no doubt in
anyone's mnd that Liew was dead and Mel dron was ki ng.

"Great Hound!"™ | shouted. "I defy you! Take me first-kill nme!"

Mel dron turned his face toward nme and | aughed in reply, but nade no ot her answer.

| strove to regain nmy feet. | was cruelly kicked, and the hands that gripped me did not relent. |

could but await the inevitable, powerless to prevent it.

Mei dron worked the oars and the snmall boat noved slowy to a place well beyond reach of anyone on
shore, yet close enough for all to see and hear what was about to happen. There, with Liew huddl ed
at his feet, he stood and raised his hands in the manner of a generous king bestowing a gift on
hi s peopl e.

The gesture sickened nme, for init | saw the inmage of his father, Ml dryn Maw, Prydain's Most
Noble. | was not the only one to find this nocking minicry offensive. Bran cried out: "Meidron! |
curse you! |, Bran Bresal, curse you to the seventh generation!"

Bran struggled forward to rail at Meldron and received a hail of vicious blows for his effort. The
sight of Meidron's scurrilous rabble striking that noble warrior
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filled me with outrage, and | shouted too, and struggled to rise-until a foot on ny neck pressed
me to the ground.
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The captive warriors cried out against this contenptible handling of their battlechief. They were
i kewi se silenced in a nost crude and shaneful manner by the Wl f Pack. Meldron's scum even dared
attack Scatha, but their repugnant bluster was no match for her daunting dignity. Though they
struck her, they could not nmake her cower before them Her head renmi ned erect, green eyes bl azing
with such ferocity that her attackers quickly ceased their assault and Scatha renai ned al oof from
further humiliation.

Cynan | could not see, nor the Raven Flight, so tight-pressed was the crowd of onl ookers thronging
every side. Still, | little doubted that they, like the rest of us, would follow Llewin turn. |
knew that they, like the nultitude ranged al ong the | akeshore, nust be watching the appalling
event taking place before them

Mei dron, swelling with pride and glowing with self-cel ebration, stood in the boat with arns

uprai sed. The golden rings on his fngers and arns glistered in the harsh sunlight.

"My people," he called across the dead water. "This day you will witness a triunph. This day you
will witness a king placing the whole of Al bion under his protection! For even noWny | ast eneny
i's conquered."

H's words were wornms in a corpse's nouth

"You see!" the Great Hound cried. "You have seen how ny enenies are destroyed! You have seen how
crush those who think to use treachery against me!"

Mei dron seized Liew s arnms and ~hauled himto his feet. Llew was nade to stand before him head
forced down in defeat.

"Now you will see how | deal with those who raise war against nme!" Midron shouted, so that al

gat hered around the | ake-warriors and captives alike-could hear. "Now you will see how | claimthe
vengeance that is mne!"

Li ew rai sed his head, squared his shoul ders, and
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regarded Meldron with unflinching defiance.

Mei dron, gripping Liew by the arms, turned himto face the crowm that | ooked on fromthe shore.
Then, smling evily, the Great Hound placed his hands on Liew s back and thrust hard. Liew,
tightly bound, plunged headlong into the |ake.

"No! No!" Cynan shouted. Straining forward, |egs and shoul ders thrusting, he had sonehow gai ned
the water's edge. Now he cried his hel pl ess defiance as his captors haul ed hi mdown. "Llew"

The still air trenbled with screams of horror and di smay-piercing sharp, keen as grief. And then
the awful silence..

Ll ew sank instantly. There was no struggle, no thrashing, no tortured death screanms such as we had
seen and heard at the river. There was only a single splash of black water and then a dread
silence as the lethal waters slowy rippled and grew cal m once nore.

Mei dron gazed at the place where Liew fell. He appeared di spl eased with the suddenness and
serenity of Llew s death. He had hoped to produce a nore thrilling spectacle and was di sappoi nt ed.
Hs lip curled and his countenance darkened with anger as he stared at the lifeless water.

He turned to the throng on the shore. | saw him point as he swng his armto order Cynan's
execution.

But even as he turned, a glinrer fromthe surface of the poisoned | ake caught his eye, arrested
him | sawit too: a faintly shimrering glint, a flash like that of a silver-sided fish darting in
a stream Sonething noved just bel ow the surface of the tainted | ake.

Meidron's armfaltered; his eyes turned again to the place where Ll ew had di sappeared. Hi s
expressi on wavered between frustration and expectation. Perhaps he woul d have his revenge

sweet ened by a death-struggle after all?

| thought | saw the glint again, though it m ght have been the sunlight on a ripple. But Ml dron
stared. H's armfaltered as he beheld a narvel
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Goewn was first to see it fromthe shore. Her cry of astoni shment sounded like a ringing harpnote
across the water. Wth ny inward sight | beheld her-eyes wide in awe, features alight. | turned to

| ook where her gaze rested, and saw a wonder:

A man's hand rising fromthe water

O hers sawit, too. They cried out with elation and relief. But their jubilation ceased at once.
The shouts died in their throats as the onl ookers saw that the hand was not flesh: it was cold,
shi ning silver.
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Silver Hand
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A hand of silver, lustrous white and gleamng, rose fromthe still, black water. Up fromthe dead
| ake it ascended and | saw that the hand was attached to a naked arm
"It is Gofannon!" shouted a man. "It is Llyr!" cried a woman clutching an infant. People gasped in

astoni shnmrent as a head and shoul ders energed. But it was neither Gofannon nor Llyr; it was Llew s
head and shoul ders rising fromthe | ake.

Hi s eyes were closed as he surfaced; | thought himdead. Then his eyes flew open: with a sudden
i nhal ati on of breath, he shook the putrid water fromhis face and began swi mm ng. -

The crowd recoiled. Their nminds filled with the fresh menory of those who had perished in the
poi soned river, they expected agony and death. But Llew |lived!

Mei dron was no |less stricken than any other, but he quickly recovered. | heard the netal ring as
he drew his sword and | saw the sunlight shiver on its naked bl ade.

He | eaped to the prow of the boat, swinging the sword high. "Die!" he shrieked.

Down he struck. Down he slashed. Both hands on the hilt-his face twisted with hate and rage.
"Liew" | cried.

Liew turned in the water. Wether warned by ny cry, or by a warrior's instinct, he swng to neet
the sword stroke falling upon himand raised a hand to fend off Ml dron's nurderous bl ow.
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Fearfully swift the sword stroke fell. Liews silver hand flicked up to neet it.
"Look out!" Cynan bellowed fromthe strand.
That hand. . . that hand of netal grafted to a stunp of flesh. . . Meldron struck. The silver hand

caught the falling bl ade. The sound pealed |ike a hamrer striking the anvil

The killing blade shattered; glinting shards spun into the water. The bl ade broke, and Mel dron's
armwith it.

The bone snapped with a | oud crack, and Meidron | ooked on in horror as his sword arm buckl ed and
bent between wrist and el bow Hi s anguished cry sounded sharp surprise in the air as the sword
hilt fell fromhis grasp. But even as he clasped the fractured armto him he began to fall

"Junp! " cried Siawn Hy.

A |l eap m ght have saved him but it was already too |ate. The boat tipped and, unbal anced by the
reckl ess swordstroke, Meidron pitched into the tainted water. His eyes bulged wide with terror-and
his mouth gaped in a desperate scream as he toppled fromthe boat.

He richly deserved his reward, but Meidron's death throes brought no joy to anyone | ooking on. He
flailed wildly as the black ooze sucked hi munder. As with so nany of his hapless nmen before him
his skin puckered and cracked raw as welts and bl oody ul cers formed where the poi son touched him
scouring flesh fromsinew, and sinew from bone.

He thrashed furiously and screamed in agony, clawing at his own flesh as if to tear it fromhim A
hi deous howl burst fromhis throat. He withed and twitched as if spears were piercing him and
his hair fell fromhis scalp in rotten clunps. Opening wi de his nmouth, he gasped for breath to
utter a last tortured shriek. But the water, the vile corruption, had entered himand he choked on
the scream His head jerked obscenely as death seized and shook him

Then Mel dron slipped beneath the black water. A
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nmonent |ater his corpse bobbed to the surface, floating silent and still, dead eyes staring at an
enpty sky.

Li ew turned towards the shore; he swam a short way, until his feet found a footing beneath him
and then stood. His clothes were gone, and the ropes that bound himw th themthe nordant poison
had stripped all from hi mand now he stood i mrmacul ate and unbl eni shed before us. Hi s skin was
flaw ess, clean and whole, his linbs straight and sound. He raised the silver hand and gazed at it

in amazenent. He stepped forward. Meidron's warriors drew back fromhis advance. | felt the hands
upon ny back slacken and relinquish their hold. | scranbled to ny feet and ran, stunbling, over
the stony shingle. | called to Liewas | ran

He was yet a snmall distance fromthe shore, dripping wet, and still somewhat bew | dered by what
had happened to him when he halted. | reached the place opposite himon the strand and shouted
agai n.

"Ll ewt Cone out of the water," | called. Cynan struggled to his feet, shaking his head, staring.

"He is alive!" Goewyn ran to where we stood. She had a knife in her hand and | oosed the bindings
at my wists. "Wy does he not conme out?"

"I cannot say," | answered, ny eyes still on Llew, who stood straight and tall, his silver hand
upr ai sed.

Cynan thrust out his hands towards Goewyn. Wth short, sharp cuts she freed him He spun towards
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the | ake, took two short steps and shouted: "Look! The water

My inward sight shifted to where he pointed. | saw Liew standing as before; he had not noved. But
flowing in undulating ripples around him spreading outward in a swiftly widening ring, | saw
clean water. Indeed, between the shore and Llew it was already clear, and the ring of pure water
was expandi ng wi th astoni shing speed.

The vile black taint was recedi ng, vanishing, dissolving as encircling bands of clear water swept
outward from around LI ew, whose presence seened to flare like a sun blazing in a nurky firnmanment,
bur ni ng
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away the fog and cl oud-w ack, banishing the blight by the brilliance of its |ight.

"There is healing in the water," Goewn whi spered, clasping her hands fervently beneath her chin.
Tears shone in her eyes.

Wth her words still hanging in the air, | rushed forward to join Liew.

"Tegid!" Cynan shouted, and |lunged to prevent ne.

I ran two steps, tripped on a stone and fell sprawing. The | ake water splashed over nme. My head
went under and | felt a burning sensation in ny eyes. | canme up gaspi ng, dashing water with both
hands. Bright light flashed through nmy fingers; | renoved ny hands and blinked ny eyes.
Everyt hi ng appeared just as | had seen it before, with nmy inward eye-but clearer, sharper, keener

than before. Inner vision and outward sight had become one: | could see! Dazzling, sparkling,
lum nous inits clarity, light, brilliant and gl orious streaned into my eyes; | closed them and
the Iight was gone. It was true; | was heal ed!

Cynan dashed into the | ake after ne. Wth a wild whoop, he splashed to where Liew stood and
wrapped himin a fierce enbrace. Goewyn hastened to join them She kissed Liew happily and cl asped
himto her.

I rose and ran to Liew and put my hands on him "You are alive!" | said, touching him "Midron is
dead and you are alive."

"It is over!" cried Cynan. "Meidron is dead!"

Goewyn ki ssed him and Cynan as well. Liew returned their enbraces, but as one dazed. He stretched
forth his silver hand and held it before us. | took it in ny hands. The netal was cold to the
touch, polished like a mrror and gl eam ng bright. The fingers were curved slightly and the palm
open in a gesture of offering or supplication

Thc smooth silver surface was covered with spirals, whorls, and knotwork-fine lines incised in the

metal surface. And upon the pal mwas the Mbor Cyich, the Crcle Dance, the nmaze of life. | blinked
my eyes, still
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unsure of them and touched a fingertip to the enblem tracing the superbly w ought pattern of
slender swirling lines. The design was exquisitely etched and the lines inlaid with gold. It was a
creation of craft and cunning, fabulous in conception, unrivalled in execution-the work of a lord
anong sniths.

Touchi ng the inscribed maze, | remenbered the words of a promse: | give you the virtue of your
song.

And into ny nind cane the inmage of himwho had spoken those words: Gofannon, lord of the grove,
and Master of the Forge. | had given hima song, for which he had given ne a gift in return, ny
i nner sight. Llew had chopped wood for him but had received no boon fromthe great |ord that

ni ght .

"I will give you the virtue of your song," Gofannon had prom sed, and now he had fulfilled his
pronmise to Liew. For the song | had sung that night was Bl adudd the Bl emi shed Prince. Ch! Wat a
slowwitted lump | had been! Surely | had sung for the Swift Sure Hand hinself.

"Hail, Silver Hand!" | said, touching the back of nmy hand to ny forehead in salutation. "Your
servant greets you!"

Wth a tremendous splash, the people of Dinas Dw abandoned their fear and surged as one into the
| ake whi ch was now absolutely pure and clean. They scooped the |ife-giving water into their hands
and poured it down parched throats, drinking their fill. They laved the liquid over their sun-
weary heads and were soothed; they washed t hensel ves and were nmade cl ean again. Children spl ashed
and frolicked like giddy |anbs.

Conpel l ed by thirst and overcone by the sight of so nuch fresh water, the foenmen threw down their
weapons and ran to join the glad celebration. Shield and warcap, sword and spear clattered to the
stony shingle to be trodden in the rush to the water. The eneny warriors- those who were not
warriors at all-could not abandon their weapons fast enough. Freed from Meldron's brutal reign
they knelt in the water and wept with gratitude at their rel ease.
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Al'l thought of retribution vanished at their whol ehearted thanksgiving; they had been nade to
suffer the nost w cked persecutions; how could we punish them nore? They were never our enem es.
Meanwhi | e, the Ravens and Cal bha's warband had captured Meidron's battlechiefs and the warriors of
his Wl f Pack, and assenbled themon the strand. Fifty warriors stood grimy awaiting judgnent.
Bran raised his spear and called to us. "Llew Tegid! W need you."

Cal bha and Bran stood together, and the warriors ranged behind themon the shingle held the WIf
Pack at spearpoint. W joined themon the strand and, at our approach, Bran and Cal bha parted to
reveal their prisoner: Siawn Hy. Hi s head was down as if he were contenplating his rope-bound
hands.

As wedrew near, Siawn raised his head and glared at us fromunder a bal eful brow. A dark bruise
swelled on his right tenple.

"Fool s!'" he hissed. "You think you have won this day. Nothing has changed. You have won not hi ng!"
"Silence!" Bran warned him "You nmay not speak so to the king."

"It is over, Sinon," Llew said.

At th-e nention of his forner nane, Siawn drew breath and spat in Llew s face. Bran's hand, quick
as a snake, flicked out and struck Siawn on the nouth. Blood trickled fromSiawn's split |lip. Bran
appeared ready to strike again, but Liew prevented himwi th a shake of his head.

"It is over," Liew said. "Meldron is dead."
"Kill me too," Siawn nuttered sullenly. "I will never submt to you."
"Where is Pal adyr?" | asked and received only a sneer of contenpt by way of reply.

Cal bha raised his sword and pointed at Siawn Hy, and then at the rest of the Wl f Pack. "Wat is
to be done about these?" he asked, his tone cold and pitiless.

"Take themto the storehouses and make them
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secure," Llewinstructed. "W will deal with themlater." Alun Tringad and Garanaw t ook Siawn by
the arns and |l ed himaway; the rest of the Wl f Pack foll owed under Cal bha's guard.

Drustwn and N all waded out to where Meldron's corpse floated. They raised the body fromthe water
and rolled it into the boat |ike a sodden bag of grain. Then, towi ng the boat, they hauled the
body away to be quickly buried and forgotten

Scatha, watching all this, arnms crossed over her breast smled icily. "I had hoped to see his head
on ny spear, but this will suffice."

Ll ew nodded and started after the prisoners. He had not wal ked ten paces when Cynan shatched up a
di scarded sword, lofted it, and shouted, "Hail, Silver Hand! Hail!"

Bran | eaped forward and retrieved a spear. "Hail, Silver Hand!" he cried, brandishing the spear
And suddenly the whol e | ake echoed with the sound, as the people of Dinas Dw and Meldron's forner
war host ceased their sporting in the water and turned as one to acclaimLiew as he passed.
"Silver Hand!" they cheered. "Hail, Silver Hand!"

The cries soared up and up as if to shake the shining sky with their jubilant thunder. And Ll ew,
wal ki ng al ong the shore, stopped, turned to the gathering host, and raised his silver hand high.

We could not celebrate our victory while our dead |ay unburied. How could we rejoice with tears in
our eyes? How coul d we feast while the corpses of our kinsnen became food for scavenging birds?
When we had rested, eaten, and drunk our fill of the sweet, plentiful water, we turned once again
to the battl eground and the reclaimng of our dead-and there were nmany: al nost half of those who
had gone down to fight had not returned. Lord Cal bha had suffered the greatest loss; the Cruin
war band was deci mated. The Gal anae warriors also paid a fearfu
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price: Cynfarch was shaken to the core. Llew and Scatha had | ost fewer than the others, but even
one man dead was too many for them and they were greatly distressed. Only the Raven Flight had
energed intact. Fittingly, Bran and the Ravens led the return to the battlefield to begin burying
our dead.

Each of our fallen swordbrothers was accorded a hero's burial. As they had died together, we

pl aced them toget her in one nmassive grave-shoul der to shoulder, with their spears in their hands
and their shields before them W then covered themw th their cloaks and raised the turf house
over them

While this was bei ng done, workmen haul ed great slabs of stone fromthe ridge. Wen the nound had
been rai sed, we constructed a worthy dolnmen to nmark the pl ace.

It was |ate when we finished our task and turned to the eneny warriors. The sun had al ready set
and there were stars shining in the darkening sky. "Let themwait," Cynan suggested. "They were
eager enough to gain this ground, let themenjoy the fruits of their |abor."

But Liew | ooked out on the massed corpses of the fallen enemy. "No, Cynan," he said. "It is not
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right. Mbst of these were not Meidron's warriors-"

"They fought for him They died for him Let himtake care of themnow, " Cynan replied bitterly.
"Brother," Liew soothed, "look around you. Look at them They were farmers, they were untrained
boys, plowren, woodwrights, and sheep herders. They had no place in this fight. The G eat Hound
used themcruelly and cast them aside. W have suffered nuch, but they are no less the victins of
his brutality. The | east we can do is offer themrespect in death."

Cynan grudgi ngly accepted this. He rubbed his neck as he gazed out across the swiftly darkening
plain. His blue eyes glinrered in the fading light. "Wat do you suggest?"

"Let us bury them as we have buried our own," LIew said.
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"That they do not deserve," Cynan said flatly.

"Perhaps not," allowed Llew "Still, we will do it for them anyway."

"Why?" wondered Cynan.

"Because we are alive and have a choice, and they do not!" Liewreplied with passion. "W do it
for them and we do it for ourselves.”

Cynan scratched his head. "They will never know the difference."

"But we will," Llewtold him

"It is a good thing," | put in quickly. "But the light is gone, and we are spent. Let us rest now
and begin again in the norning."

Ll ew woul d not hear it; he shook his head, and | added quickly, "Tomorrow we will erect a dol men

over their grave too. Wien we see it we will renmenber what a terrible master fear can be, and how
easily it can conquer a soul."

Liew turned to regard the dusky battleground, hinself little nore than a dark shape against a
twilight | andscape. "Go then, both of you. Take your ease and sleep. But | will not rest unti
every trace of Meldron's reign is gone."

He noved of f al one. Watching him Cynan said, "Long he will be without sleep then. There is not a
hearth or hill in all Al bion that does not bear the taint of Meidron's reign." He turned to ne.
"Clanna na cl, Tegid. Have you ever heard of such a thing?"

"No," | confessed, "I never have. But a new order is beginning. | think we will all learn new
ways." | put ny hand to Cynan's shoulder. "Order torches to be brought, and food. W will work

t hrough the night."

Through the night we |abored-and through the Iong, hot day to follow The people of Dinas Dw and
their forner enenmies worked side by side, willingly and ardently. And in the end, two nounds were
rai sed on the plain-one at the foot of Druim Vran where our swordbrothers were buried, and the

other beside the river where so many of Meidron's forces fell. It was a
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nobl e deed, and the people understood this even if they did not understand Llew s urgency in doing
it. He had said he could not rest until it was finished, and | think he spoke fromhis heart.

I ndeed, there could be no new beginning until the old had been properly buried.

When the workmen and their teans at |ast finished putting the capstone on the dol men, the sun was
well down, casting a rich, honeyed light over the turf mound. The shadow of the dol men stretched
| ong across the green plain. | comuanded Ganion to bring ny harp and | gathered the host to sing
the Lanent for the Brave.

Long it had been since any anpbng us had heard the spirit-qui ckening rmusic of the harp and voices
lifted in song, and the people wept to hear it-tears of sorrow, yes, but also tears of healing. W
sang and the tears flowed fromour eyes and from our souls.

- When the lanent finished, they called for nore. | strummed the harp and t hought what

m ght sing, what gift | mght give them It felt good to have a harp nestled agai nst ny shoul der
once nore, and soon ny fingers found their way and | began to sing the song that | had been given
I sang and the words kindled the vision once nore and it began to live in the world of nen

| sang the steep-sided glen in deep forest, the tall pines straining for the sky... | sang the
antler throne on a grass-covered nound, adorned with an oxhide of snowy white... | sang the bright-
burni shed shield with a black raven perched on its rim w ngs outspread, filling the glen with its
severe song... | sang the beacon fire burning into the night sky, its signal answered fromhilltop
to hilltop... |I sang the rider on his horse of pale yellow, galloping out of the grey mst, the
horse's hooves striking sparks fromthe rocks... | sang the great warband bathing in the nountain

| ake, and the cold water blushing red fromtheir wounds... | sang the woman dressed all in white,
standing in a green bower with the Iight of the sun flaring her hair Iike golden fire... | sang
the cairn, the hero's gravenound..
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While 1 sang, the setting sun spilled red-gold into the heavens. C ouds stained with rosy fire
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spread |like fingers across- the sky. It was the tine-between-tines, and | stood before a nounded
dol men, a hall owed pl ace; words spoken at such times become sparks to inflane nen's hearts. And
knew in my bones that the things of which | sang were yet to cone; they would be.

404

39

O an Mr

W rested and recovered our strength through the next day. And that day was far spent when
Cynfarch and Cal bha summoned us to a council. "It is not right that the G eat Hound' s warband
should live to draw breath anong us while our swordbrothers lie cold in the ground," Cynfarch said
firmy. "Justice nust be done."

"He is right," added Cal bha. "The sooner we finish this, the better. | say we do it now "

Liew turned to nme. "Wat do you say, Tegid?"

I glanced fromone king to the other; they were adamant and woul d not be appeased until justice

had been served. "It is true," | agreed, "the matter nust be settled sooner or later. Let it be
sooner."
"Very well," said Liew "W will assenble at the | akeside."

W left the crannog and went to the | akeshore storehouses where the captives had been hel d under
guard since Meldron's defeat. We sat facing the | ake on oxhi des spread upon the ground; Bran took
his place at Liew s right hand, and | sat to his left. Scatha settled beside ne, and Cynan,
Cynfarch, and Cal bha conpl eted our nunber. Many of Dinas Dwm's inhabitants gathered behind us-
among them | noticed the slight figure of Nettles, hovering in the forefront, only just out of

si ght.

The Ravens brought the prisoners to stand on the shore before us: fifty warriors of the WIf Pack
and Siawn Hy-all that remained of Meldron's warband.
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Their hands were bound with rope and their feet with chains. Their anulets containing fragnents of
the Singing Stones had been renoved.

Cynfarch was first to speak. Gazing coldly at the prisoners, he said, "ls there anyone to speak
for then?" When no one answered, he asked, "Who is |eader anbng you?"

Siawn Hy raised his head. "How dare you pretend to sit in judgment over us. \What gives you the

ri ght ?"

"By the sovereignty of Caledon it is ny right," Cynfarch told him "You and those with you have

sl aughtered the people and violated the | and. You have raped and stol en and destroyed-"

"W followed our king!" Siawn spat. "W served himas your own warriors serve you. Yet you cal

our loyalty treason, and our fealty an of fense against sovereignty."

"You are thieves and nurderers!” Cynan shouted. "You have destroyed everything!"

"W have done nothing that you yoursel ves have not done,"” Siawn replied. "W anpbng you has not
lifted sword agai nst anot her? Who anbng you has not laid hold of a thing that did not belong to
you?"

Bot h Cynfarch and Cal bha were suddenly abashed. Siawn smiled with sly satisfaction. "You have done
all this and nore," he said with slow insinuation, "and you have justified themto yoursel ves
saying, 'W are kings, it is our right.' But when one |like Meldron arises, you call hima nurderer
and thief. Weak nmen are all alike-they becone cowards in the presence of the strong. You are angry
and call it righteousness; you are weak and call it virtue. Yet any one of you would have done
what Meldron did if you but had the courage. You were content with your snmall kingdons, but only
because you feared to take nore."

"Silence!" Cynfarch roared

But Siawmn Hy only laughed. "You see! It is true. You cry silence because you hear the truth and
you cannot abide it. You condem us for what you | acked:

the will and heart to do yourselves what Meldron did."
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Cal bha rose to his feet. "Liar!" he raged. "I will not listen to this."

Si awn was not cowed. "How not, Cal bha?" he denmanded. "Have you forgotten your wars with Meidryn
Mawr ? Over an insult to hunting dogs as | recall. And you used that as an excuse to seize land in

Prydain, did you not?"

Cal bha gl owered at the snoot h-speaking prisoner before him aghast that Siawn shoul d renenber such
an old feud and lay it at his feet now "That was different,"” the Cruin king nuttered.

I well remenbered the quarrel Siawn Hy so astutely nentioned. Cal bha and Meidryn Mawr had fought a
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series of battles which had begun over a remark about Meidryn's hounds. The truth of Siawn's
assertion could not be denied. Wth one nasterful stroke he had disarmed Cal bha.

"Cal bha and Meidryn settled their dispute long ago," Cynfarch retorted, comng to the Cruin king's
aid. "It is of no concern to us now. It is Meldron who is under judgnent."

"And you have settled with Meldron," Siawn replied. "Wiy do you now judge us for his offenses?"
"He could not have done what he did," Bran said, "if you had not supported him"

"I's it now a crine to support one's king?" demanded Siawn Hy. The WIf Pack stood easier now,

qui ckly recovering their confidence. "You abandoned your lord, and you think this gives you the
right to judge ne?"

Bran regarded Siawn as if watching a snake about to strike. "That is not howit was. You tw st the
truth to fit your lies."

"Do I ?" Siawn smirked. "I tell you that if Meidron had won, it would be you standing here
answering for your treason. That is the truth. Deny it if you can."

Ll ew | eaned close to me. "You see how he is? He is a master of argument. He will have us
surrendering to them next."
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"What woul d you do?"

He frowned. "This was Cynfarch's idea, not mine," he said. "I suppose we nust wait and see what
happens." He gl anced around quickly, as if searching for someone. "Were is Nettles?"

"He is near. Is it inmportant?"

"Sumon him | think he should be here for this. W night need him"

I rose and went into the crowd behind ne. There were now so nmany nore peopl e than when the counci
had begun that | did not see himat first. But he saw ne | ooking for him and pushed his way
forward quickly. "Ll ew asked for you," |I told him "He wants you to join us."

He nade no reply, but nodded as if he understood; we returned to where Liew sat, and took our
pl aces beside him Cal bha was speaking again, so Llew turned to us and said, "Nettles, you are
here-good. Listen, there is not nuch time." He paused. "Do you understand?"

"Yes," replied the small, white-haired nman

"Good. | will try to keep it sinple." He indicated the prisoners ranged on the | akeshore before
us, their shadows stretching long in the lowriding sun. "They are being judged-you understand?"
"War trial," said Nettles, nodding again. "I understand."

"Good," said Llew, his eyes flicking to ne. "Good."

Cal bha finished, and Scatha, who had been silent until now, spoke up. "You speak well of loyalty
and right," she said. "Yet you attacked Ynys Sci, breaking oaths of fealty that have endured for
generations. For this we judge you."

"Ah, yes, Scatha, Suprene War Leader, | bow to you-who taught so nmany warriors the art of

sl aughter," Siawn replied, his voice a knife thrust. "So |l ong as your arts were practiced on
others, you were content. But as soon as your own realmis invaded, you cry injustice. You taught
men to kill, you arned them and sent themout, yet think it an offense when the skills you

encour aged are enpl oyed. How petty and absurd you are, Pen-y-Cat."
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Siawn's ruthless reason nocked themall and his cunning tongue bettered them Cynfarch and Cal bha
had not expected this and were unnerved by it. So certain of their course only nonents before,
they were far from confident now The council fell to talking anong thensel ves. Liew turned again
to Nettles.

"That is Sinon," Liew said. "Renmenber hinP"

The small man nodded, watching Siawn narrowly. He said sonmething in his own tongue which LI ew
answered, and then said to me: "Nettles says that Weston and the others-the Dyn Dythri we sent
back-were in comunication with Sinon. They were trying to reach him Sinon has endangered Al bion
from the beginning. He achieved his place with Meldron in order to exploit each situation for his
own pur poses."

"Meldron's place is in Ufern now," | pointed out. "I think it is time Siawn Hy joined his lord."
Siawn, smrking openly now, called out in a |loud voice. "You have no right to judge us! Let us
go!"

Llew | ooked to me; | could see himweighing the decision in his nmind. "You are the rightful king,"
I told him placing ny hand over his hand of silver. He glanced down at the silver hand. "Justice
is yours to bestow," | said. "Watever you decide, | will support you."

Siawn Hy chal l enged the council again and it was Liew who answered himthis tinme. "You have said
we have no right to judge you, but you are wong. There is one blanel ess who calls you to
account."”

"Who is this blanmel ess one?" Siawn sneered. "Let himcone forward to condemm us if he is here."
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The Wbl f Pack followed Siawn's | ead and yapped accordingly, calling for the blamel ess accuser to
show hinself, if he existed.

Liew stood. "I am bl aneless,” he said sinply. "I have done no wong, yet | have suffered evil and
injustice at your hands. And for this and for every drop of innocent blood that you have shed, |
do condemm you. "

Siawn's thin snmle spread wide across his face in
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triunmph. "Condemm me all you like, friend. You are not

- - a king, therefore you do not possess the right to judge." "But | ama king," Liew said
"Soverei gnty can be

granted by the Chief Bard al one. The kingship of Prydain was given to ne by Tegid Tathal in the
rite of the Tan

n' R gh."

Siawn' s laugh was | oud and harsh. The spite in his voice when he answered was staggering. "You! A
king? You are a cripple, ny friend! The mai med man cannot be king."

But Llew sinply raised his silver hand and flexed the fingers one by one. Everyone-nyself included-
stared in amazenent at this nmarvel. The hand seened real

"As you see, Sinon, | amno longer mainmed," Llew said. He turned so that all could see, and lifted
his voice so that all could hear. "Wth this hand | take back the kingship that was stolen from
me. "

"Who owns you king?" retorted Siawmn Hy savagely, and | heard desperation creeping into his voice
for the first tinme. "Wio foll ows you?"

"I own himking," said Bran quietly. "I follow and serve him"

"You refused your king, Bran Bresal. You abandoned himwhen it suited you. Since you claimthat
right, | say that we should be given the sane choice. Let us swear fealty to a new lord."

This caused a discussion in the council. "Perhaps they should be given a choice," said Cal bha, a

little uncertainly. "But could we trust thenP"

"What choice did our dead have?" Llew said. "Wat choice did those whomthey raped and nurdered
enj oy?" He regarded Siawn and the Wl f Pack with flint-hearted resolve. "Every tine they drew
sword or |ofted spear they had a choice, and each tinme they chose."

"He is right," said Scatha. "They have chosen nany tinmes over whomthey would serve."

"I agree," said Cynan. "If you want to give thema choice, let it be this: to die by their own
hands, or by ours.”

Cynfarch and Cal bha agreed. '""lI'hen it is settled,"
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A

Ll ew said, and turned to the waiting captives. "For your actions in support of Meldron's wongfu
reign, | do condemm you. And | demand that the bl ood debt be paid with blood. "

"Llew," said Scatha, "allow nme to serve you in this. Any who finds his courage lacking will find
nmne sufficient to the task."

"So be it," Liewreplied.

The prisoners were marched al ong the | akeside, up across Druim Vran and out to the plain beyond.
They were led to the burial nound of their kinsmen and made to stand in ranks before it.

We stood bel ow the mound, the sun setting at our backs. Many of the people had cone out to watch
the execution, though many nore had seen enough of bl oodshed and chose to remain at Dinas Dw.
Goewyn and Nettles were anong those who acconpani ed us, however, and stood at the forefront of

t hose | ooking on as, one alter another, the condemmed were given the choice: death by their own
hand, or by Scatha's.

Thirty men took the sword into their own hands and fell upon it-sone with a cry, others silent to
the last. The rest refused the sword and faced Scatha's swift blade instead. Not once did she
hesitate, nor did her hand trenble. Wien each nan died, the body was haul ed up the nmound by
menbers of Cynan's warband or Cal bha's and there | eft on the ground around the dolnen for the
birds and beasts to devour

Then, as the sunglow lit the sky in the west, Siawn Hy's turn cane to decide.

"Gve me the sword,” he snarled. "I will do it."

Gar anaw and Enyr, who stood either side of the condemmed nman, |ooked to Liew for his assent. Llew
nodded. Scatha stepped aside as Garanaw pressed the hilt of his sword between Siawn's bound hands,
and-

-before Garanaw had even renoved his hand, Siawn twi sted the blade and swung it sharply down
between his legs. The bindings on his feet split and fell away, and Siawn Hy dived forward as
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Enyr's sword
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sliced the air above his head. He rolled on the ground and canme up running, darting for the river
He shouted sonething, but | did not catch the words.

Si awn reached the river before any of us could nove. Still shouting, he turned to face us-a snile
of triunph on his leering face. He raised the sword between his hands in a nocking sal ute.

Bran's swift spear was already in the air-before anyone realized he had thrown it. The sl ender

m ssile appeared as a blur in the gathering dusk, a blue-white streak in the fading light. The
next we knew, Siawn's sword was spinning to the ground and he was staggering backwards, clutching
at his chest where the shaft of Bran's spear suddenly appeared. The inpact of Bran's throw carried
Siawmn Hy to the water marge. One foot in the water, one foot on the riverbank, he screaned agai n-
words | did not understand-and he fell. In the tine-between-tines he fell

And as he fell, his body seened to fade fromsight. He struck the water-I sawit! But could

trust ny new eyes? For there was no splash. . . and no corpse to be found when we rushed to the
pl ace where he plunged. Siawn Hy had vani shed.

"He has gone back," said Liew, gazing at the water. "I always neant to send hi mhonme, but |

t hought he woul d be alive when he went."

"I't was his choice."

"No," Liew said. "It was mine."

Twi | i ght descended over the valley; the first stars had begun to shine and the noon gl owed bri ght
just above the horizon. Liewturned to the people of Dinas Dwm, his people, and to the kings and
warriors and friends | ooking on. "Justice has been done,” Liewtold them "The blood debt is
paid. "

"Hail, Llew Silver Hand!" Bran called, lofting his spear. The Flight of Ravens chanpi oned the cry,
and the people raised the chant. "Silver Hand! Silver Hand! Silver Hand!"

lie raised his hand to them the figured netal shone

412

inthe twilight, and I sawin the gleamng silver the radiant gl ow of kingship glinting bright.
Goewyn appeared, wal king al ong the bank of the river; without a |l ook or word to anyone, she
approached Liew. Every eye beheld her slender formclothed in a sinple white robe with a mantle of
sky blue falling fromher shoul ders. Monlight bright in her pale gold hair, she seemed to shine
like an earthstar.

She carried a small wooden chest in her hands. The chest was made of oak-inspiration's wood, in
bardic lore. Placing the oaken chest at Llew s feet, she straightened, touched the back of her
hand to her brow and stepped back. Liew bent down and took up the chest. He opened it, turned the
chest, and held it out for all to see. Inside were a nunber of milk-white stones: the Singing

St ones.

Li ew wi t hdrew one of the stones and held it before the throng. | saw the silver fingers flex and
tighten as he crushed the stone in his netal hand. A sound |ike chorused thunder broke fromthe
shattered stone-a sound |ike star-voices clear and clean as genstones coursing through the endl ess
skypaths-a sound like ten thousand harps united in the heart-piercing nusic of the Oran Mdr, the
Great Music-a sound frombeyond this worlds-realm framed by the Swift Sure Hand.

My spirit soared, swift and high; and it seened that

I merged with the matchl ess sound. | lost all know edge
of nyself or where | was; | becanme one with the nel ody
| felt moving within me. | opened ny nouth, yet it was

not ny voice which struck the twilight air. It was the
Song of Al bi on.
| opened my nouth and the words poured out in a stream of splendid song:

G ory of sun! Star-blaze in jewelled heavens!
Li ght of light, a Hi gh and Holy | and,

Shining bright and bl essed of the Many-G fted
A gift forever to the Race of Al bion
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Rich with many waters! Blue-welled the deep

Wi te-waved the strand, hallowed the firmanent,
M ghty in the power of the One,

Gentle in the peace of great bl essing;

A weal th of wonders for the Kinsmen of Al bion!
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Dazzling the matchless purity of green!

Fine as the enerald' s excellent fire,

A owing in deep -clefted glens,

d eaming on snooth-tilled fields;

A CGenstone of great value for the Sons of Al bion!

Aboundi ng in white-crowned peaks, vast beyond neasure,
the fastness of bold nountai ns!

Exal t ed hei ght s- dar k- wooded and

Red with runni ng deer-

Procl ai m afar the hi gh-vaunted spl endor of Al bion!

Swi ft horses in w de meadows! Graceful herds
on the gol d-fl owered water - neads,

Strong hooves drumm ng,

a thunder of praise to the Goodl y-W se,

A boon ofjoy in the heart of Al bion!

CGol den the grain-hoards of the Great G ver,
Generous the bounty offair fields:

Redgol d of bright appl es,

Sweet ness of shini ng honeyconb,

A mracle of plenty for the tribes of Al bion!

Silver the net-tribute, teenming the treasure
of happy waters; Dappled brown the hillsides,
Sl eek herds serving

the Lord of the Feast;

A marvel of abundance for the tables of Al bion!
414

Wse nmen, Bards of Truth, boldly declaring from
Hearts aflame with the Living Wrd;

Keen of know edge,

Cl ear of vision,

A glory of verity for the True Men of Al bion!

Bri ght - ki ndl edf rom heavenly fl anes, franed

of Love's all-consumng fire,

I gnited of purest passion,

Burning in the Creator King's heart, A splendor of bliss to illuninate Al bion!

Nobl e | ords kneeling in rightw se worship,

Undyi ng vows pl edged to everl asting,

Enbrace the breast of nercy,

Et ernal homage to the Chief of chiefs; Life beyond death granted the Children of Al bion!

Ki ngshi p wought of Infinite Virtue, Quick-forged by the Swift Sure Hand;
Bol d i n Ri ghteousness,

Val i ant injustice,

A sword of honor to defend the C ans of Al bion!

Fornmed of the Nine Sacred El enents, Franed by the Lord of Love and Light;
G ace of Gace, Truth of Truth,

Sunmoned in the Day of Strife,

An Aird Rig/i to reign forever in Al bion!

| awakened in the dark of night. | was lying on a yellow oxhide in nmy hut on the crannog, but | do
not know how | cane to be there. The air was still and calm the heat of the day |lingered even
yet. At first | thought it
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was the echo of the Song that had awakened me. | lay without noving, listening in the darkness.

file:/l/G|/rah/Stephen%20%20Lawhead%20-%20...20Albion%202%20-%20The%20Silver%20Hand.txt (165 of 166) [2/17/2004 11:27:50 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620%20L awhead%20-%20Song%200f%20A1 bi on%202%620-%20T he%20Si lver%20Hand. txt

After a time |

heard the sound again and felt the faint stirring of a

cooling breeze on ny face.

I rose then and went out as the thunder echoed across the heavens and the first drops of rain
began to fall-fat, round beads of water. And | snelled the fresh scent of cool rain-washed air.
Thunder runbl ed again and there came a noise not heard in Albion for far too long: the sound of

wi nd and rai n sweeping across the surrounding hills. The stormmnusic filled the glen and echoed
through the forest as the rain swept down from Druim Vran and out across the | ake towards Di nas
Dwr .

Qut fromthe huts and hail the people cane, wakened by the storm They lifted their eyes to the
sky and let the blessed rain splash their upturned faces. Lightning flashed and thunder answered
with its booning call, and the rain fell harder. Eager hands cupped water and | aved it over dry
i nbs and heat-wearied heads; nen | aughed and ki ssed their wives; children danced barefoot as the
wat er soaked themto the skin.

My inner vision quickened once nmore to the laughter of rejoicing and relief. Wth nmy inward eye,
saw hills greening, streans gushing and rivers flowing again. | saw cattle growi ng sl eek and crops
ripening in the fields; apple trees bending under the weight of their fruit, and wal nuts,

hazel nuts and beechnuts swelling inside their shells. Fish sported in clear |akes, while ducks,
geese and swans nested in the shallows. MIk frothed foanmy white and nmead gl owed gol den in the
bow ; rich brown ale filled the cups, and good dark bread filled the ovens; neat of all kinds-
pork, venison, beef, fish, poultry-heaped the platters. Al through Al bion the hungry ate and were
filled; the thirsty drank and were refreshed.

For the | ong oppression of drought and death was

ended. Silver Hand had begun his reign
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