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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.

!'n 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 many 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 terrify all with the keen edge of his sword. H's eyes
will flash forth fire; his lips shall drip poison. Wth his great host he will despoil the island.
Al'l who oppose himwill be swept away in the flood of w ongdoi ng

Dar k Fl anes

A fire rages in Albion. A strange, hidden fire, dark-flamed, invisible to the eye. Seething and
churning, it burns, gathering flanes of darkness into its hot black heart. Unseen and unknown, it
bur ns.

These flanes of darkness are insatiable; they grow, greedy in their spreading, consumng all

destroying all. Though the flanmes cannot be seen, the heat scorches and singes, searing flesh and
bone alike; it saps the strength, and withers the will. It blisters virtue, corrodes courage; it
turns love and honor to hard, dark enbers.

The dark fire is an evil and ancient eneny, older than the Earth. Il has no face, no body, |inbs,

or nmenbers to be engaged and fought, nuch | ess quenched and conquered. Only flanes, insidious
tongues, and hi dden dark sparks that blow and scatter, blow and scatter on every fretful w nd.

And not hing can endure the dark fire. Nothing can stand agai nst the relentless, scathing
corruption of the unseen flanes. It will not be extinguished until all that exists in this worlds-
realmis dead cold ash.

The oxhi de at the door rippled as Tegid Tathal stepped into the hut. Hi s quick eyes searched the
darkness; he could see again. H s blindness had been heal ed, or at |east transnmuted sonehow into
vision by the renewing waters of the lake. For he saw ne sitting in
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the straw on the floor, and he asked, "What are you doi ng?"

"Thinking," | replied, flexing the fingers of ny silver hand one by one. That hand! Beauty nade
tangible in fine, flaw ess silver. A treasure of value beyond imagining. A gift to ne-a warrior's
conpensati on, perhaps-froma deity with a nost peculiar sense of hunor. Mbst peculiar.

Tegid assures ne that it is the gift of Dagda Sam | 4anac, the Swift Sure Hand hinself. He says it
is the fulfillment of a pronise nade by the lord of the grove. The Swift Sure Hand, by his
nmessenger, granted Tegid his inner sight, and gave ne ny silver hand.

Tegi d observed nme curiously while ny thoughts drifted. "And what are you thinking about?" he said
at |ast.

"About this,” | raised ny netal hand. "And fire," | told him "Dark fire."
He accepted this without question. "They are waiting for you outside. Your people want to see
their king."

"I had to get away for a while. | had to think."

The sound of merrymaki ng was | oud outside; the victory cel ebration would continue for days. The

G eat Hound Meldron was defeated and his followers brought to justice, the drought was broken, and
the Iand restored. The happi ness of the survivors knew no bounds.

I did not share their happiness, however. For the very thing that secured their safety and gave
wings to their joy nmeant that nmy sojourn in Al bion had cone to an end. My task was finished and |
nmust | eave--though every nerve and sinewin me cried against |eaving.
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Tegi d noved nearer and, so that he would not be speaking down to nme, knelt. "Wat is wong?"
Before | could answer, the oxhide lifted once again and Professor Nettleton entered. He

acknow edged Tegid gravely, and turned to nme. "It is tine to go," he said sinply.

When | nmade no reply, he continued, "Liew, we have discussed this. W agreed. It nust be done-and
the sooner the better. Wiiting
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will only nake it worse."

Tegid, regarding the small man closely, said, "He is our king. As Aird Rig/i of Albion it is his
right-"

"Pl ease, Tegid." Nettleton shook his head slowy, his nouth pressed into a firmline. He stepped
nearer and stared down at ne. "It is permtted no man to stay in the Gtherworid. You know that.
You canme to find Sinmon and take hi m back, and you have done that. Your work is finished here. It
is time to go hone."

He was right; | knewit. Still, the thought of leaving cut me to the heart. | could not go. Back
there I was nothing; | had no life. A nediocre foreign student, a graduate scholar woefully
deficient in alnbost every human essential, |acking the conpanionship of nmen and the |ove of a

wonen; a perpetual acadenmic with no purpose in |ife save to scrounge the next grant and hold off
the day of reckoning, to elude |life beyond the cocooning walls of Oxford' s cloisters.

The only real life | had ever known was here in A bion. To | eave would be to die, and | could not
face that.

"But | have sonmething nore to do here,"” | countered, alnbst desperately. "l nust have-otherw se,
why give ne this?" | lifted

my silver hand; the cold netal appendage gleanmed dully in the darkness of the hut, the intricate
tracery of its finely wought surface gl owi ng gold agai nst the soft white of silver

"Come, " the professor said, reaching down to pull me up. "Do not nake it nore difficult than it
already is. Let us go now, and quietly."

| rose to ny feet and followed himout of the hut. Tegid foll owed, saying nothing. Before us the
celebration fire blazed, the flanmes |eaping high in the gathering dusk. Al around the fire people
rejoi ced; snatches of song reached us anid the happy tumult. We had not taken two steps when we
were net by Goewyn carrying a jar in one hand and a cup in the other. Behind her a maid carried a
plate with bread and neat.

"I thought you m ght be hungry and thirsty," she explained quickly, and began pouring the ale into

the cup. She handed the cup to ne, saying, "I amsorry, but this is all | was able to save for
you. It is the last."
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"Thank you," | said. As | took the cup, | allowed ny fingers to linger upon her hand. Goewyn
smled and | knew | could not |eave without telling her what was in ny heart.

"Goewyn, | rnust tell you-" | began. But before |I could finish, a pack of jubilant warriors swarned

in, clanoring for me to cone and join themin the celebration. Goewn and the mai d were pushed
asi de.
"Llew Liew" the warriors cried. "Hail, Silver Hand!" One of them held a haunch of neat which he

offered to ne and woul d not desist until | had taken a healthy bite fromit. Another saw ny cup in
ny hand and poured ale fromhis own cup into nmine. "~9iinte, Silver Hand!" they cried, and we
dr ank.

The warriors seened intent on carrying nme anay with them but Tegid intervened, explaining that I
wi shed to wal k anong the people to enjoy the festivity. He asked themto guard the king's peace by
removi ng any who would disturb me, beginning with thensel ves.

As the warriors went their noisy way, Cynan appeared. "Llew" he cried, clapping a big hand upon
my shoul der. "At last! | have been | ooking for you, brother. Here! Drink with ne!" He raised his
bow high. "W drink to your kingship. May your reign be |long and gl orious!"”

Wth that he poured ale fromhis bow into nmy already full cup

"And may our cups always overflow " | added, as mine was spilling over ny hand at that nonent.
Cynan | aughed. W drank, and before he could replenish ny cup, | passed it quickly to Tegid.
"I thought we had long since run out of ale," | said. "I had no idea we had so nuch left."

"This is the last," Cynan renarked, peering into his bowl. "And when it is gone, we will have |ong
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to wait for fields to be tilled and grain to grow. But this day," he |laughed again, "this day, we
have everything we need!" Cynan, with his fiery red hair and bl ue eyes agleamw th delight and the

contents of his cup, was so full of life- and so happy to be that way after the terrible events of

the | ast days-that | |aughed out loud with him 1 |aughed, even though ny heart felt like a stone
in my chest.
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"Better than that, brother,"” | told him "we are free nmen and alive!"

"So we are!" Cynan cried. He threw his armaround ny neck and pulled ne to himin a sweaty
enbrace. W clung to one another, and | breathed a silent, sad farewell to ny swordbrother

Bran and several Ravens cane upon us then, saluted ne and hailed ne king, pledging their undying
loyalty. And while they were about it, the two kings, Calbha and Cynfarch, approached. "I give you
good greeting," said Cal bha. "May your reign ever continue as it has begun."

"May you prosper through all things," Cynfarch added, "and may victory crown your every battle."

I thanked them and, as | excused nyself fromtheir presence, | glinpsed Goewn noving off. Cal bha
saw ny eyes straying after her, and said, "Go to her, Liew. She is waiting for you. Go."
| stepped quickly away. "Tegid, you and Nettles ready a boat. | will join you in a nonent."

Prof essor Nettleton glanced at the darkening sky and said, "Go if you nmust, but hurry, Llew The
ti me-between-tinmes will not wait."

| caught CGoewyn as she passed between two houses. "Conme with ne," | said quickly. "I nust talk to
you. "
She made no reply, but put down the jar and extended her hand. | took it and | ed her between the

cluster of huts to the perinmeter of the crannog. W slipped through the shadows al ong the tinber
wal | of the fortress, and out through the untended gates.

Goewyn remai ned silent while |I funbled after the words | wanted to say. Now that | had her
attention, | did not know where to begin. She watched ne, her eyes |large and dark in the fading
light, her flaxen hair glimering |like spun silver, her skin pale as ivory. The slender torc shone
like a circle of light at her throat. Truly, she was the nost beautiful woman | had ever known.

"What is the matter?" she asked after a nonment. "If there is anything that makes you unhappy, then
change it. You are the king now. It is for you to say what will be."

"It seens to nme," | told her sadly, "that there are sone things
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even a king cannot change."
"What is the matter, Llew?" she asked again.

| hesitated. She |eaned nearer, waiting for ny answer. | |ooked at her, lovely in the fading

l'i ght.

"I love you, Goewyn," | said.

She smled, her eyes sparkling with laughter. "And it is this that makes you so unhappy?" she said
lightly, and | eaned closer, raising h€ arns and | acing her fingers behind ny head. "I |ove you
too. There. Now we can be miserable together."

I felt her warmbreath on ny face. | wanted to take her in my arnms ar.d kiss her. | burned with
the urge. Instead, | turned ny face aside.

"Goewyn, | would ask you to be ny queen."”

"And if you asked," she said, speaking softly and low, "I would agree-as | have agreed in ny heart
a thousand tines already."

Her voice... | could live within that voice. | could exist on it alone, |ose nyself conpletely,

content to know not hing but the beauty of that voice.

My nouth went dry and | fought to swallow the clot of sand that suidenly clogged nmy throat.
"Goewyn... |-"

"Ll ew?" She had caught the despair in nmy tone.

"Coewyn, | cannot... | cannot be king. | cannot ask you to be ny queen."

She strai ghtened and pull ed away. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean that | cannot stay in Albion. | nust |leave. | nust go back to .~ny own world."

"l do not understand."

"l do not belong here,"” | began-badly, it is true, but once begun

| was afraid to stop. "This is not nmy world, Goewyn. | am an intruder

I have no right to be here. It is true. | only came here because of

Sinon. He-"

"Si non?" she asked, the name strange on her tongue.

"Siawn Hy," | explained. "Hs nane in our world is Sinmon. He caine here and | came after him |
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came to take himback-- and now that is done and | have to |l eave. Now, tonight. | will not see you
any ncre after--"
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Goewyn did not speak; but | could see that she did not understand a word | was saying. | drew a
deep breath and bl undered on. "Al'l the trouble, everything that has happened here in Al bion-al

the death and destruction, the slaughter of the bards, the wars, Prydain's desolation... all the

terrible things that have happened here-it is all Sinmon's fault."

"Al'l these things are Siawn Hy's doi ng?" she wondered, incredul ously.

"I am not explaining very well," | adnmitted. "But it is true. Ask Tegid; he will tell you the
sane. Siawn Hy brought ideas with him ideas of such cunning and w ckedness that he poi soned al
Al bion with them Meldron believed in Siawn's ideas, and | ook what happened."

"l do not know about that. But | know that Al bion was not destroyed. And it was not destroyed,"”
Goewyn pointed out, "because you were here to stop it. But for you, Siawn Hy and Mel dron woul d
have rei gned over Al bion's destruction.”

"Then you see why | cannot let it happen again."

"I see," she stated firmy, "that you nust stay to prevent it from happeni ng again."

She saw ne hesitate and pressed her argunent further. "Yes, stay. As king it is your right and

duty." She paused and sniled. "Stay here and reign over Al bion's healing."

She knew the words | wanted to hear nost in all the world, and she said them Yes, | could stay in
Al bion, | thought. | could be king and reign with Goewyn as ny queen. Professor Nettleton was
wrong, surely; and Goewyn was right: as king it was nmy duty to nake certain that the healing of

Al bi on continued as it had begun. | could stay!

Goewyn tilted her head to one side. "What say you, ny |ove?"

"Goewyn, | will stay. If there is a way, | will stay for ever. Be ny queen. Reign with ne."

She cane into ny arns then in a rush, and her |ips were on mne, warmand soft. The fragrance of
her hair filled ny lungs and nmade ne |ight-headed. | held her tight and kissed her; | kissed her
ivory
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throat, her silken eyelids, her warmmoist |ips that tasted of honey and wild flowers. And she
ki ssed ne.

| had dreaned of this nonment countless tines, yearned for it, longed for it. Truly, | wanted

not hing nore than to nake love to Goewyn. | held the yielding warnth of her flesh against ne and
knew that | would stay--as if there had ever been any doubt.

"Wait for nme," | said, breaking off the enmbrace and stepping quickly away.

"Where are you goi ng?" she called after ne.

"Nettles is leaving. He is waiting for nme," | answered. "I nust bid himfarewell."
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Darting along the tinmber wall, | hurried to join Tegid and Professor Nettleton in the boat. | gave

the boat a push and junped in; Tegid manned the oars and rowed out across the |ake. The water was
snooth as glass in the gathering twilight, reflecting the last light of the deep blue sky above.
We made our | andi ng bel ow Drui m Vran, and quickly put our feet to the path leading to Tegid's
sacred grove. Wth every step, | invented a new argunent or excuse to justify ny decision to stay.
In truth, | had never wanted to | eave anyway; it felt wong to ne. Goewn's urging was only the
last in along list of reasons | had to dism ss Professor Nettleton's better judgment. He would
just have to accept ny decision

The grove was silent, the light dim as we stepped within the | eafy sanctuary. Tegid wasted not a
monment, but began marking out a circle on the ground with the end of his staff. He wal ked
backwards in a sunwise circle, chanting in a voice solemm and low. | did not hear what he said-it
was in the Dark Tongue of the Derwyddi, the Ta ran Tafod.

Standi ng next to Nettles, nmy mind teemed with accusation, guilt, and self-righteous indignation -1
was the king! | had built this place! Who had the right to stay here if not me? ----1 could not
make nysel f

Thr ee Demands
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say the word~s. | stood in seething silence and watched Tegi d prepare our departurce.

Upon coinpleting the sinmple cerenony, the bard stepped fromthe circle he had inscribed and turned
to us. "Al'l is ready." He | ooked at ne as he spo)ke. | saw sorrow in his gaze, but he spoke no
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word of farewell. The~ parting was too painful for him

The proffessor took a step towards the circle, but | remained rooted to ny~ place. Wen he sensed
me | aggi ng behind, Nettleton | ooked back over his shoul der. Seeing that | had nmade not the
slightest novie to join him he said, "Cone, Lews."

"I amnota going with you," | said dully. It was not what | had planned to say, but the words were
out of ny mouth before |I could stop them

"Lewi s!'" he chal |l enged, turning on nme. "Think what you are doing."

"I cannott leave like this, Nettles. It is too soon."

He took rrmy arm gripping it tightly. "Lewis, listen to ne. Listen very carefullly. If you |love
Al bion, then you nust |leave. If you stay, you can only' bring about the destruction of all you
have saved. You nust see thatt. | have told you: it is permtted no nan-"

I cut himt off. "I will take that risk, Nettles."

"The riskc is not yours to take!" he charged, his voice explosive in the silence off the grove.
Exasperated, he blinked his eyes behind his round gl asse~s. "Think what you are doing, Lewis. You
have achi eved the inpossibile. Your work here is finished. Do not negate all the good you have
donme. | beg you, Lewis, to reconsider."

"It is the time-between-tines," Tegid said softly.

"I amst2aying," | nmuttered bluntly. "If you are going, you had better |eave nmw. "

Seeing th~at he could not nove nme, he turned away in frustration and stepped (quickly into the
circle. At once, his body seened to fade and grow snnaller, as if he were entering a | ong tunnel

"Say your farewells, Lewis," he urged desperately, "and come as soon as you can. | wll wait for
you. "

"Farewelil, ny friend!" called Tegid.
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"Pl ease, for the sake of all you hold dear, do not put it off too long!" Nettleton called, his

voi ce already dwindling away. His image rippled as if he were standing behind a sheet of water.
The rinms of his glasses glinted as he turned away, and then he vani shed, his words hanging in the
still air as a quickly-fading warning.

Tegid canme to stand beside ne. "Well, brother," | said, "it would seem you nust endure ny presence
alittle longer."

The bard gazed into the nowenpty circle. He seened to be peering into the enptiness of the nether
realm his features dark and his eyes rempte. | thought he would not speak, but then he lifted his
staff. "Before Albion is One," he said, his voice hard with certainty, "the Hero Feat nust be
perfornmed and Silver Hand nust reign.”

The words were fromthe Banfdith's prophecy, and, as he reminded me fromtine to tine, they had
yet to prove false. Having delivered hinself of this pronouncenent, he turned to ne. "The choice

i s nade. "

"What if | rmade the wong choice?"

"1 can always send you back," he replied, and | could sense his relief. Tegid had not wanted to
see ne | eave any nore than | had wanted to go.

"True," | said, ny heart lightening a little. O course, | could return any time | chose to, and
woul d go-when the work | had begun was conpleted. | would go one day. But not now, not yet.

| forced that prospect frommy mind, soothing nmy squirmng conscience with sweet
self~justification: after all | had endured, | well deserved ny small portion of happiness. Wo
could deny it? Besides, there was still a great deal to be done. | would stay to see Al bion
restored.

Yes, and | would marry Goewyn.

Word of our betrothal spread through Dinas Dw swifter than a shout. Tegid and | arrived at the
hall, and wal ked i nto the ongoing cel ebration which, with the com ng of darkness, had taken on a
fresh, alnost giddy, euphoria. The great roomseened filled with Iight and sound: the hearthfire
roared and the tinber walls were lined with
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torches; nen and worren |ined the benches and thronged in noisy clusters around the pillar-posts.
Only the head of the hail, the west end, renmined quiet and enpty, for here the Chief Bard had
established the Singing Stones in their wooden chest supported by a nassive iron stand-safe under
perpetual guard: three warriors to watch over Al bion's chief treasure at all tines. The guards
were replaced at intervals by other warriors, so that the duty was shared out anong the entire
war band. But at no time, day or night, were the niracul ous stones unprotected.
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The din increased as we entered the hail, and | quickly discovered the reason

"The king! The king is here!" shouted Bran, rallying the Ravens with his call. He held a cup high
and cried, "I drink to the king' s wedding!"

"To the king's weddi ng!" Cynan shouted, and the next thing | knew | was surrounded, seized, and
lifted bodily fromthe ground. | was swept back across the threshold and hoisted onto the

shoul ders of warriors to be borne along the paths of Dinas Dm, the crowd increasing as we went.
They marched along a circuitous route so that the whole caer woul d see what was happening and join
us.

In a blaze of torchlight and clanor of laughter, we arrived finally at the hut which Goewyn and
her mother had made their hone. There the conpany halted, and Cynan, taking the matter in hand,
called out that the king had conme to claimhis bride.

Scat ha energed to address the crowd. "My daughter is here," she said, indicating Goewn who
stepped fromthe hut behind her. "Were is the man who cl ains her?" Scatha made a pretence of
scanning the crowd, as if searching for the fool who dared to clai mher daughter

"He is here!" everyone shouted at once. And it suddenly occurred to nme, in ny place high above the
pressing crowds, that this was the preanble to a formof Celtic wedding | had never w tnessed
before. This in itself was not surprising; the people of Al bion know no fewer than nine different
types of narriage and | had seen but few

"Let the man who woul d take ny daughter to wi fe declare
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hi msel f," she said, folding her arnms over her breast.

"I am here, Scatha," | answered. At this the warriors lowered ne to the ground and the crowd
opened a way before ne. | saw Goewn waiting, as if at the end of a guarded path. "It is Llew
Silver Hand who stands before you. | have come to claimyour daughter for nmy wife."

Goewyn sniled, but nmade no nove to join me; and as | drew near, Scatha stepped forward and pl anted
hersel f between us. She presented a fierce, forbidding aspect and exam ned nme head to heel-as if

i nspecting a length of noth-eaten cloth. The palmof ny flesh hand grew danp as | stood under her
scrutiny. The surrounding crowd joined in, calling Scatha's attention to various desirable
qualities-real or inmagi ned-which | might possess.

In the end, she declared herself satisfied with the suitor, and raised her hand. "I find no fault
in you, Llew Silver Hand. But you can hardly expect nme to give up such a daughter as CGoewyn

wi thout a bride price worthy of her.”

I knew the correct response. "You nust think me a | ow person indeed to deprive you of so fine a
daughter without the offer of suitable conpensation. Ask what you will, | wll give whatever you
deem accept abl e. "

"And you nust think ne slow of wit to imagine that | can assess such value on the instant. This is
a matter which will require long and careful deliberation," Scatha replied haughtily. And even

though | accepted her reply as part of the ritual gane we were playing, | found nyself grow ng
irritated with her for standing in ny way.

"Far be it fromnme to deny you the thought you require. Take what tine you will," | offered. "I
will return tonorrow at dawn to hear your denands."

This was considered a proper reply and all acclained ny answer. Scatha inclined her head and, as
if allowing herself to be swayed by the response of the people, nodded slowy. "So be it. Come to
this Place at dawn and we will determ ne what kind of man you are."

"Let it be so," | replied.

At this, the people cheered and | was swept away once nore on a tideflood of acclaim W returned
to the hall where, am dst nuch
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| aughter and ribald advice, Tegid instructed me on what to expect in the norning. "Scatha wll

make her demands, and you nust fulfill themwith all skill and cunning. Do not think it will be
easy," Tegid warned. "Rare treasure is worth great difficulty in the getting."
"But you will be there to help ne," | suggested.

He shook his head. "No, Llew, as Chief Bard | cannot take one part over against the other. This is
bet ween you and Scatha al one. But, as she has Goewyn to assist her, you may choose one from anong
your men to aid you."

| | ooked around ne. Bran stood grinning nearby-no doubt he would be a good choice to see ne
through this ordeal. "Bran?" | asked. "Wuld you serve me in this?"

But the Raven Chi ef shook his head. "Lord, if it is a strong hand on the hilt of a sword that you
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require, I amyour man. But this is a matter beyond nme. | think Alun Tringad woul d serve you
better than I|."

"Drustwn!" cried Alun when he heard this. "He is the man for you, lord." He pointed across the
ring of faces gathered around ne, and | saw Drustwn ducki ng out of sight. "Ah, now where has
Drustwn gone?"

"Choose Lord Cal bha!" soneone shout ed.

Before | could ask him soneone else replied, "It is a wife for silver Hand, not a horse!"

Cal bha answered, "It is true! | know nothing of brides; but if it is a horse you require, Llew,
call on me."

| turned next to Cynan, who stood beside his father, Lord ynfarch. "Cynan! WIIl you stand with ne,
br ot her ?"

Cynan, assuming a grave and inportant air, inclined his head in assent. "Though all men desert
you, Silver Hand, | will yet stand with you. Through all things-fire and sword and the wiles of
bards and woren-1 am your nan."

Everyone | aughed at this, and even Cynan sniled as he said it. E3ut his blue eyes were earnest,
and his voice was firm He was giving ne a pledge greater than | had asked, and every word was
Fromthe heart.

| spent a restless, sleepless night in ny hut, and rose well before
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dawn, before anyone else was stirring. | took nyself to the |lakeside for a swmand a bath; |

shaved and washed ny noustache, even. It was growing light in the east by the time | returned to
the hut, where | spent a long tinme laying out nmy clothing. | wanted to | ook my best for Goewyn.

In the end, | chose a bright red siarc and a pair of yell ow and-green checked breecs. Also, | wore
Mel dryn Maw's magnificent belt of gold discs and his gold torc, and carried his gold knife-all of
whi ch had been retrieved for me from anong Mel dron's bel ongings. "As the rightful successor, they
are yours," Tegid had told me. "Meidron had no right to them War themwth pride, Llew For by
wearing themyou will reclaimtheir honor."

So | wore them and tried to forget that the Great Hound Mel dron had so recently strutted and
preened in them

Cynan cane to me as | was pulling on ny buskins. He had al so bathed and changed, and his red curls
were conbed and oiled. "You look a king attired for his wedding day," he said in approval

"And you make a fine second,” | replied. "Goewn mght well choose you instead."

"Are you hungry?" he asked.

"Yes," | replied. "But | do not think I could eat a bite. How do | | ook?"

He grinned. "I have already told you. And it is not seemy for a king to strain after praise.
Cone," he put his large hand on ny shoulder, "it is dawn."

"Tegi d should be close by," |I said, "let us go and find him" W left ny hut and noved towards the
hail. The sun was rising and the sky was clear-not a cloud to be seen. My weddi ng day woul d be
bright and sunny, as all good weddi ng days should be. My weddi ng day! The words seened so strange:
wedding.. . nmarriage.., wfe.

Tegid was awake and waiting. "I was coming to rouse you," he said. "Did you sleep well?"

"No," | replied. "I could not seemto keep ny eyes closed."

He nodded. "No doubt you will sleep better tonight."
"What happens now?"
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"Eat sonething if you like,
have much tine for eating."”
Passi ng between the pillar-posts we found a place at an enpty table and sat down. Bran and the
Ravens roused thensel ves and joined us at the board. Although it was still too early for anything
fresh fromthe ovens, there was sone barley bread |l eft over fromlast night's neal, so the others
tucked in. The Ravens broke their |oaves hungrily, stuffng their nouths and, between bites, urging
me to eat to keep up ny strength. "It is a long day that stretches before you," Bran remarked.
"And an even | onger night!" quipped Al un

"I't grows no shorter for lingering here," 1 said, rising at once.

"Are you ready?" asked Tegid.

"Ready? | feel | have waited for this day all ny life. Lead on, Wse Bard!"

Wth a wild, exuberant whoop warriors tunbled fromthe hail in a rowdy crush. There was no way to
keep any sort of order or decorum nor any quiet. The high spirits of the troop alerted the whole
crannog and signalled the beginning of the festivities. W reached Scatha's hut with the entire

the bard replied. "For although it is a feast day, | doubt you wll
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popul ati on of Dinas Dw crowding in our wake.

"Sumon her," Tegid directed, as we cane near the door

"Scat ha, Pen-y-Cat of Ynys Sci," | called, "it is Llew Silver Hand. | have cone to hear and answer
your demands. "

A nonment |ater, Scatha energed from her hut, beautiful to behold in a scarlet nmantle with a cream
robe over it. Behind her stepped Goewyn, and nmy heart mi ssed a beat: she was radiant in white and
gold. Her long hair had been brushed until it gleaned, then plaited with threads of gold and bound
in along, thick braid. Gold arnmbands glinmered on her slender arms. Her mantle was white; she
wore a white cloak of thin material, gathered | oosely at her bare shoul ders and held by two | arge
gol d brooches. Two w de bands of gol den threadwork -el egant swans with | ong necks and w ngs
fantastically intertw ned-graced the borders of her cloak and the hem of her robe. Her girdle was
narrow and white with gold laces tied
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and braided in a shimering fall fromher slimwaist. She wore earrings of gold, and rings of red
gol d on her slender, tapering fingers.

The sight of her stole ny breath away. It was |like gazing into the brightness of the sun-though ny

eyes were burned and blinded, | could not |ook away. | had never seen her so beautiful, never seen
any worman so beautiful. Indeed, | had forgotten such beauty coul d exist.

Scatha greeted me with frank di sapproval, however, and said, "Are you ready to hear ny demands?"
"I amready,"” | said, sobered by her brusqueness.

"Three things | require,"” she declared curtly. "Wien | have received all that | ask, you shal

have ny daughter for your wife."

"Ask what you will, and you shall receive it."

She nodded slow y-was that a snile |urking behind her studied severity? "The first denmand is this:
give me the sea in full foamwth a strand of silver."

The people were silent, waiting for ny answer. | put a brave face on it and replied, "That is
easily acconplished, though you may think otherw se."
| turned to Cynan. "Well, brother? W are days fromthe sea, and-"

Cynan shook his head. "No. She does not want the sea. It is sonething else. This is the inpossible
task. It is neant to denonstrate your ability to overcone the nost fornidable obstacle."

"Ch, you nean we have to think synbolically. | see."

"The sea in full foam" Cynan said, and paused. "Wat could it be?"

"Scatha laid particular stress on the foam That nmay be inportant. 'The sea in full foam™

paused, ny brain spinning. "A strand of silver'... Wait! | have it!"

"Yes?" Cynan | eaned over eagerly.

"It is beer in a silver bow!" | replied. "Beer foans |ike the sea and the bowl encircles it like
a strand."

"Hah!" Cynan struck his fist into his palm "That will answer!"

| turned to the crowd behind ne. "Bran!" | called al oud. The

27

STEPHEN LAWHEAD

Raven Chi ef stepped forward quickly. "Bran, fetch ne sone fresh beer in a silver bowl. And hurry!"
He darted away at once, and | turned to face Scatha and wait for Bran to return with the bow of
beer. "What if we guessed wong?" | whispered to Cynan

He shook his head gravely. "Wat if he can find no beer? | fear we have drunk it all.”

I had not thought of that. But Bran was resourceful; he would not |et nme down.

We waited. The crowd buzzed happily, talking anong thensel ves. Goewyn stood cool and quiet as a
statue; she would not |ook at me, so | could get no idea of what she was thinking.

Bran returned on the run, and the beer sloshing over the silver rimdid | ook |ike sea waves
foam ng on the shore. He delivered the bow into ny hands, saying, "The last of the beer. Al |
could find- and it is nostly water."

"I't will have to do," | said and, with a |last hopeful l|ook at Tegid --whose expression gave
not hi ng away-1 offered the gift to Scat ha.

"You have asked for a boon and | give it: the sea in full foam surrounded by a strand of silver."
So saying, | placed the bow in her outstretched hands.

Scat ha took the bow and raised it for all to see. Then she said, "I accept your gift. But though
you have succeeded in the first task, do not think you will easily obtain ny second denand. Better
men than you have tried and failed."

Knowing this to be part of the rote response, | still began vaguely to resent these other, better
men. | swallowed ny pride and answered, "Nevertheless, | will hear your demand. It may be that |
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wi || succeed where others have failed."

Scat ha nodded regally. "My second demand is this: give nme the one thing which will replace that
whi ch you seek to take fromne."

| turned at once to Cynan. "This one is going to be tough," | said. "Goewyn neans the world to her
not her - - --how do we synbolize that?"
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He rubbed his chin and frowned, but | could tell he was relishing his role. "This is nost
difficult-to replace that which you take from her."

"Maybe, " | suggested, "we have only to identify one feature which Scatha will accept as
representing her daughter. Like honey for sweetness-sonething like that."

Cynan cupped an el bow in his hand and rested his chin in his palm "Sweet as honey... sweet as
mead.. ." he nurnured, thinking.

"Sweet and savory . . ." | suggested, "sweetness and light... sweet as a nut-"

"What did you say?"

"Sweet as a nut. But | do not think-"

"No, before the nut. Wat did you say before that?"

"Urn... sweetness and light, | think."

"Light-- yes!" Cynan nodded enthusiastically. "You see it? Goewyn is the light of her life. You
are taking the light fromher and you nust replace it."

"How?" | wondered. "Wth a | anp?"

"Or a candle,"” Cynan pronpted.

"A candl e--a fragrant beeswax candle!"

Cynan grinned happily. "Sweetness and |ight! That woul d answer."

"Alun!" | called, turning to the Ravens once nore. "Find me a beeswax candl e, and bring it at
once. "

Al un Tringad di sappeared, pushing through the cl ose-packed crowd. He nust have raided the nearest
house, for he returned only a nonment |ater, holding out a new candle, which I took from himand
offered to Scatha, saying, "You have asked for a boon, and I give it:

this candle will replace the light that | renpve when | take your daughter fromyou. It wll
bani sh the shadows and fill the darkness with fragrance and warnth."

Scatha took the candle. "I accept your gift," she said, raising the candle so that all might see
it. "But though you have succeeded in the second task, do not think you will easily obtain ny
third demand
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Better men than you have tried and failed."

I sniled confidently and repeated the expected response. "Nevertheless, | will hear your denand.
It may be that | will succeed where others have failed."

"Hear then, if you will, ny last demand: give nme the thing this house |acks, the gift beyond
price."

I turned to Cynan. "What is it this tine? The inpossible task again?" | wondered. "It sounds

i mpossible to ne."

"I't could be," he allowed, "but | think not. W have done that one. It is sonething else."

"But what does her house lack? It could be anything."

"Not anything," Cynan replied slowy. "The one thing: the gift beyond price."

"She seened to stress that," | agreed lanely. "The gift beyond price.., what is the gift beyond
price? Love? Happi ness?"

"A child," suggested Cynan thoughtfully.

"Scatha wants me to give her a child? That cannot be right."

Cynan frowned. "Maybe it is you she wants."

I pounced on the idea at once. "That is it! That is the answer!"

"What ?"

"Me!" | cried. "Think about it. The thing this house lacks is a man, a son-in-law. The gift beyond
price is life."

Cynan's grin was wi de and his blue eyes danced. "Yes, and by joining your life to Goewyn's you
create a wealth of life," he wi nked and added, "especially if you make a few babies into the
bargain. It is you she is asking for, Llew"

"Let us hope we are right," | said. | took a deep breath and turned to Scatha, who stood watching
me, enjoying the way she was making me squirm
"You have asked for a gift beyond price and a thing which you lack," | said. "It seens to me that
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your house | acks a nman, and no one can place a value on life." So saying, | dropped down on one
knee before her. "Therefore, Pen-y-Cat, | give you the gift of nyself."
Scat ha beamed her good pl easure, placing her hands on ny
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shoul ders, bent and kissed nmy cheek. Raising me to ny feet, she said, "I accept your gift, Llew

Silver Hand." She lifted her voice for the benefit of those |ooking on. "Let it be known that
there is no better man than you for ny daughter, for you i ndeed have succeeded where other men
have failed."

She turned, sunmoned Goewyn to her and, taking her daughter's left hand, put it in mne, and then
cl asped both of ours in her own. "I amsatisfied," she declared to Tegid. "Let the marriage take
pl ace."

The bard stepped forward at once. He thunped the earth three tinmes with his ashwood staff. "The
Chi ef Bard of Al bion speaks,” he called loudly. "Hear ne! Fromtines past renenbering the Derwdd
have joined life to life for the continuance of our race." Regarding us, he said, "Is it your
desire to join your lives in narriage?"

"That is our desire," we answered together

At this, Scatha produced the bow which | had given her and passed it to Tegid. He raised it and
said, "I hold between ny hands the sea encircled by a silver strand. The sea is life; the silver
is the all-encircling boundary of this worlds-realm |f you would be wed, then you nust seize this
worl ds-real mand share its |ife between you.,

So saying, he placed the silver bow in our hands. Holding it between us, | offered the bow to
Goewyn and she drank, then offered the bowl to nme. | also took a few swallows of very watery beer
and rai sed ny head.

"Drink!" Tegid urged. "It is Iife you are hol ding between you, ny friends. Life! Drink deep and
drain it to the last."

It was a very large bow Bran had brought. | took a deep breath and rai sed the bow once nore.
When | could not hold another drop, | passed the silver bow to Goewn, who took it, raised it,
and drank- so long and deep and greedily | thought she would never conme up for air. Wen she

| owered the vessel once nore, her eyes were shining bright. She licked her |ips and, handing the
bowl to Tegid, cast a sidelong glance at ne.

Putting the bow aside, Tegid said, "Goewn, do you bring a gift?"
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Goewyn said, "Neither gold nor silver do I bring, nor anything which can be bought or sold, |ost
or stolen. But | bring this day ny ove and ny life, and these | do give you freely."

"WIIl you accept the gifts that have been offered?" Tegid asked.

"Wth all ny heart, | do accept them And | will cherish them always as ny highest treasure, and I
will protect this treasure to the last breath in ny body."

Tegid inclined his head. "Wat token do you offer for your acceptance?”

Token? No one had told ne about that; | had no token to offer. ynan's voice sounded in ny ear

"G ve her your belt," he suggested ~el pfully.

I had no better idea, so | renoved the belt and draped the heavy ~ol d band across Tegid's

out spread hands. "I offer this belt of fine gold," |I said and, on a sudden inspiration, added,
"Let its excellence rnd value be but a small token of the high esteemin which |I hold ny bel oved,
and let it encircle her fair formin shining splendor |like nmy |ove which does enconpass her for
ever-true, w thout end, and incorruptible.”

Tegi d nodded sagely and, turning, offered the belt to Goewn, who |owered her head as it was

pl aced in her hands. She gathered the belt and clutched it to her breast. Wre those tears in her
eyes?

To Goewyn, Tegid said, "By this token your gift has been accepted. If you will receive the gift
you have been given will you also offer a token of acceptance?”

Wthout a word, Goewyn slipped her armaround nmy neck and pressed her |lips to m ne. She kissed ne
full and free and with such fervor that it brought cheers fromthe onl ookers gathered cl ose about.
She rel eased ne, breathless, al nost gasping. The ardor in her clear brown eyes made ne bl ush.
Tegid, smiling broadly, thunped the earth once nore with his staff, three tinmes, sharply. Then he
rai sed the staff and held it horizontally over our heads. "The gifts of |Iove and life have been
exchanged and accepted. By this let all men know that Llew Silver |-land and Goewn are wed."
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And that was that. The people wlahned the wedding loudly and with great enthisiasa W were
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instantly caught up in a whirlw nd of well-w shhi g~ The weddi ng was over, let the cel ebration
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Swept away on a floodtide of high exuberance, Goewyn and | were propelled through the crannog. |

| ost sight of Tegid, Scatha and Cynan; | could not see Bran or Cal bha. At the |landing we were
bundl ed into a boat and rowed across to the | akeside where Scatha's field was quickly prepared for
ganes.

Feast days and festivals are often acconpani ed by contests of skill and chance. Westling and

horse racing are by far the favorites, with nock conmbat and gai nes of hurley. An earthen nmound was
raised facing the field, with two chairs placed upon it. One of the chairs was nade from stag
antler, and adorned with a white oxhide-this was to be mne. And fromthis vantagepoint, Goewyn
and | were to watch the proceedi ngs and di spense pri zes.

The sport would cone first, the food and drink later - giving the cooks time to see everything
properly prepared, and the conpetitors and spectators opportunity to build an anple appetite.
Better to westle on an enpty stonach, after all, than with a bellyful of roast pork. And after a
few bowl s of strong weddi ng nead, who would be able to sit a horse, |let alone race one?

When the hastily erected nound was finished, Goewn and | ascended to our chairs and waited for
the conpany to assenble. Already, nany had nade their way across the |ake fromthe
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crannog, and nore were arriving. | was happy to wait. | was a happy nman-perhaps for the first tine
inmy life, truly happy.

Al | bad ever known of joy and life, and now | ove, had been found here, in the Gherworld, in

Al bi on. The thought touched a guilty nerve in ny conscience, and | squirned. But surely, Professor
Nettl eton was wrong. He was wrong, and | would not destroy the thing |I |oved; he was wong, and I
could stay. | would sooner give up ny life than | eave Al bi on now

| 1 ooked at Goewyn, and snothered ny guilt with the sight of her gleaning hair. She sensed ne

wat chi ng her, and turned to ne. "I love you, ny soul," she whispered, smling. And I felt like a
man who, living his entire life in a cave, that instant steps out into the dazzling light of day.
Tegid arrived shortly, attended by his Mbinogi, |ed by the harpbearer, Gas on Bach. Another
carried his staff. "I have given Cal bha charge of the prizes," Tegid told us. "He is gathering

t hem now. "

"Prizes? Ah, yes, for the ganes."

"I knew you would not think of it," he explained cheerfully.

Cal bha carried out his charge in style. He cane | eading a host of bearers, each carrying an

arm oad of val uabl e objects-and sonme in twos |uggi ng heavy w cker baskets between them They piled
their offerings around our chairs. Soon the nmound was knee-deep in glittering, gleam ng booty: new
made spears with decorated heads and shafts, fine swords inset with gens, shields with rinms of
silver and bronze, bone-handl ed knives... Werever | |ooked there were cups and bow s-bow s of
copper, bronze, silver, and gold; wooden bowl s cunningly carved; cups of horn with silver rims,
smal | cups and | arge cups; cups of stone even. There were fine new cloaks and piles of fluffy
white fl eeces. Arnmbands of bronze and silver and gold gleaned |like links in a precious chain, and
scattered anong them were brooches, bracelets and rings. As if this were not enough, there were

t hree good horses whi ch Cal bha coul d not resist adding.

| gaped at the glittering array. "Were did you get all this?"

"It is yours, lord," he replied happily. "But do not worry, | have
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chosen only the finest for such a celebration as this."

"I thank you, Calbha," | replied, eyeing the treasure trove. "You have served nme well. |ndeed, |
did not know | was so wealthy."

There was so nmuch, and all so lavish, that | wondered aloud to Tegid, "Can | afford this?"

The bard only | aughed and indi cated the shimrering mound with a sweep of his hand. "The greater
the generosity, the greater the king."

"If that is the way of it, then give it all away-and nore! Let nen say that never in Al bion was
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such a wedding celebration as this. And let all who hear of it in later days sicken with envy that
they were not here!"

Cynan, arriving with some of his nmen just then, |ooked upon the treasure and decl ared hinself well
ready to win his share. Bran and the Ravens cane behind him calling loudly for the games to

begin. Alun chall enged Cynan then and there to chose whatever ganme of skill or chance he preferred-
and he should be bested at it.

"You are a wonder, Alun Tringad," Cynan crowed. "Can it be you have forgotten the defeat | gave

you when | ast you tried your skill against nme?"
"Defeat?" Alun cried. "Am| to believe what | am hearing? The victory was nine, as you well know. "
"Man, Alun-1 am surprised your teeth keep conpany with your tongue, such lies you tell. Still, for

the sake of this festive day," Cynan declared, "I will not hold your inpudence agai nst you."

"I't was your voice, Cynan Machae, cried nercy as | recall,” Alun replied amably. "Yet, like you,

I amwilling to forget what is past for the sake of the day."

They fell to arguing then about the size of the wager-pledging prizes not yet won-and quickly drew
a crowd of onl ookers eager to back one or the other of the chanpions and so reap a share of the
rewar ds.

They were still settling the terms when Goewyn | eaned close. "If you do not begin the ganes soon
husband, we will be forced to listen to their boasting all day."
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"Very well," | agreed, and rose fromny chair to address the crowd. Tegid called for silence and,
when the people saw that | would speak, they quieted thenselves to listen. "Let us enjoy the day
given to us!" | said. "Let us strive with skill and accept with good grace all that chances our
way, that when the games are done we may retire to the feasting-hall better friends than when the
day began."

"Well said, lord," Tegid declared. "So be it!"

Westling was first, followed by various races, including a spectacular horse race which had
everyone exhausted by the tine the winner-a young nman from Cal bha's cl an-crossed the fmish |ine.
awar ded hima horse and, nuch to the crowd's amusenent, he pronptly retired fromthe ganes |est he
|l ose his prize in a foolish wager

| tried at first to match each award to its winner, but | soon gave up and | lost track and took
what ever canme to hand. |Indeed, as the ganes proceeded | called on Goewn to help, so that
sonetines | awarded the prizes and sonetines the winners received their trophies from Goewyn-which
| suspected nost preferred. | noticed that nany who canme to the nmound to narvel at the prizes,
stayed to feast their eyes on Goewyn. Tine and again | found nyself stealing glances at her-like a
beggar who has found a jewel of imrense value, and nust continually reassure hinself that it is
not a dream that it does exist and, yes, that it belongs to him

One young boy canme to the nound and found a copper cup which, once he had picked up the thing, he

could not bring hinself to put down. "You like that cup," | said, and he blushed, for he did not
know he was observed. "Tell nme, how would you win it?"
He thought for a nonent. "I would westle Bran Bresal hinself," he answered boldly.

"Bran mght be reluctant to risk his great renown by engagi ng one so young," | answered. "Perhaps
you woul d be persuaded to pit your strength agai nst sonmeone nore your own size?"

The boy accepted ny suggestion and a match was agreed. It ended well and | was pl eased to award
him his prize. Thus began a succession of children's games and races, no |less hotly contested than
the trials of their elders.
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The contests progressed and, little by little, the treasure nound was reduced. Tegi d di sappeared
at sonme point in the proceedings and | was so caught up ny role as gift-giver that sone long tine
passed before | nissed him Turning to Goewn, | said, "I wonder where Tegid has gone. Do you see
hi m anywher e?"

Bef ore she could reply, there came a rush at the mound behind us. | heard the sw ft approach and
saw a confused notion out of the corner of ny eye. Even as ny head swivelled towards the sound and
nmovenent, | saw hands reaching for Goewyn. In the sane instant that | leapt to ny feet, she was
pulled fromher chair. "Llew" she cried, and was borne roughly away.

| hurled myself after her, but there were too many people, too nuch confusion. | could hardly
move. Head down, | drove forward into the mass of bodies. Hands seized ne. | was pressed back into
my chair. Goewyn cried out again, but her voice was farther away and the cry was cut off.

| kicked free of the chair and nmade to | eap fromthe nound. Even as | gained ny feet, | was haul ed
down from behind, thrown to the ground, and pinned there. Voices strange and | oud gabbled in ny
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ears. | fought against those holding ne down. "Let ne go!" | shouted. "Rel ease ne!" But the hands
held firm and the chaos of voices resolved itself into laughter. They were |aughing at ne!
Angry now, | struggled all the nore. "Tegid!" | bellowed. "Tegid!"

"I amhere, Llew " Tegid s voice replied calmy
| |1 ooked around furiously, and saw Tegid' s face appear above ne. "Release him" the bard
i nstructed.

The wei ght of hands fell away; the circle of faces drew back. | junped to ny feet. "They' ve taken
Goewyn," | told him "W were sitting here, and they-"

There were sniles and a spattering of laughter. | halted. Tegid, his fingers laced around his
staff, appeared unconcerned. "Wat is happening?" | demanded. "Did you hear ne?"

"I heard you, Llew " the bard replied sinply.

His | ack of concern appalled nme. | opened ny nmouth to protest,
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and again heard the |laughter. Gazing at those gathered around us, | saw their faces alight with
nm schief and mirth. It was only then | realized that | was the object of a prank. "Well, Tegid,

what is it? What have you done?"
"It is not for ne to say, lord," he answered.
It cane to ne then that this was another of those peculiar Celtic narriage custons. The trick

required me to work the thing out for nyself. WelIl, prank or custom | was not amused. Turning
away, | called, "Bran! Cynan! Follow ne!"

| strode down fromthe mound, a path opening before ne as | hastened away. "Bran! Cynan!" | called
again, and when they did not join ne, | turned to see them standi ng notionless. "Follow nme!" |
shouted. "I need you."

Cynan, grinning, noved a step forward, then stopped, shaking his head slightly.

"I go alone," | renarked.

"That is the way of it," Bran said.

"So be it!" Exasperation turning to anger, | whirled away across the field in the direction |I had
| ast seen Goewyn. It was a stupid jest, and | resented it.

The trail led to the | akeside where | lost it on the stony shore. They m ght have gone in either
direction-one way |l ed along the | ake towards Dinas Dm, the other rose to the heights and the
ridge of Druim Vran above. Looking towards the crannog, | saw no sign of flight, so | pivoted the

opposite way and strode towards the heights and Tegid' s grove.

| reached the path and began the clinb. The crowd fol |l owed behind, streaning along the |ake in a
happy hubbub. The trees gradually closed around nme, nuffling the sound of the following throng. It
was cool anong the silent trees, and the sun-dappl ed shadows seened undi sturbed. But | heard the
creak of a bough ahead and knew ny instincts were true. | qui ckened ny pace, pushing reckl essly
ahead: ducking | ow hangi ng branches, dodgi ng trunks and shrubs.

Tegid's sacred grove lay directly ahead, and | nade straight for
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it. Putting on a final burst of speed, | ascended the final leg of the trail and gained the grove.

| entered with a rush to find a bower of birch branches had been erected in the center of the
grove. And before the bower stood seven warriors, arned and ready.

"Put down your weapons," | conmanded, but they did not nove. | knew these nen; they had followed
me into battle and stood with ne agai nst Meidron. Now they stood against ne. Though | knew it to
be part of the ritual, the ache of betrayal that knifed nmomentarily through ne was real enough
There was no help for nme. | stood al one agai nst them

Steeling nyself, | noved closer. The warriors advanced nenacingly towards nme. | stopped and they
stopped, staring grimy at nme. The smles and | aughter were gone. Wat, | wondered as | stood
staring at them was | supposed to do now?

The first of the onlookers reached the grove. | turned to see Bran, Cynan and Tegid entering
behi nd nme and, rank upon rank, my people surrounding the sacred circle. No one spoke, but the
eagerness in their eyes urged nme on

If this was a nock abduction, it seened | would have to undertake a nock battle to win ny queen. |
had no weapon, but, turning to the task before me, | stepped boldly forth and net the first
warrior as he swing the head of the spear |evel. Myving quickly under the swi nging shaft, | caught
it with ny silver hand and pul | ed hard.

To ny surprise, the warrior released the spear and fell at nmy feet as if dead. Taking the shaft, |
turned to nmeet the next warrior, who raised his spear to throw | struck the man's shield with the
tip of the spearblade: he dropped his weapon and fell. The third warrior crunpled at the touch of
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my spear against his shoulder-the fourth and fifth, |ikewi se. The two remmining warriors attacked
me toget her.

The first one struck at me, drawing a wide, lazy arc with his sword. | crouched as the bl ade
passed over ny head, and then drove into them holding ny spear sideways. At the |ightest contact,
the two warriors toppled, fell, and lay still.

Suddenly, the grove shook to a tremendous shout of triunph as
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stepped to the bower's entrance. "Cone out, CGoewyn," | called. "All is well."

There was a novenment fromw thin the bower, and GCoewyn stepped forward. She was as | had seen her
only a few nonments before, and yet she was not. She had changed. For, as she stepped fromthe deep
green shadow of the birch-1eaf bower, the sunlight struck her hair and gown and she becane a
creature of light, a bright spirit formed of air and fire: her hair golden flane, her gown

shi nmering sea-foam white.

The crowd, so noisily jubilant before, gasped and fell silent.

Dazzling, radiant, glowing with beauty, she appeared before me and | could but stand and stare.
heard a novenent beside ne. "Truly, she is a goddess," Cynan whispered. "Go to her, man! Caim
your bride-or | will."

| stepped forward and extended ny silver hand to her. As she took ny hand, the sunlight caught the
metal and flared. And it seened that a blaze sprang up between us at the union of our hands.
Though it was only a gane, it was with genuine relief that | clasped her to nmy heart. "Never |eave
me, CGoewyn," | breat hed.

"I never will," she prom sed.

The sun had begun its westward plunge by the tine we returned to the crannog. Tabl es had been set
up outside the hail to accomodate the increased nunbers the king would entertain this night.
woul d have preferred to remain outside-after the brilliant day, the night would be warm and bri ght -
but the interior of the hall had been festooned with rushlights and birch branches to resenble the
| eafy bower in the grove. Wth all this preparation specially for us, it would have been unkind
not to acknow edge the honor and enjoy it.

Fam shed wi th hunger and aflame with thirst, the warriors called loudly for food and drink as soon
as they crossed the threshold. The tables inside the hall had been arranged to forma |arge holl ow
square so that we could all see one another. As the first were finding their places at the board,
the platters appeared-- borne on the
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shoul ders of the servers-huge trenchers piled high with choice cuts of roast beef, pork, and
mutton; these were followed by enornous platters of cooked cabbages, turnips, |eeks and fennel. A
fair-sized vat had been set up at the end of each table so that no one would have to go far to
refill cup or bowl. Alas, there was no ale left, so tonight the vats had been filled with water
flavored with honey and bullace. Along the center of each table were piled snall |oaves of honey-
gl azed banys bara, or weddi ng bread-fresh-baked and warm fromthe ovens.

As the platters were passed, each diner, man or wonan, was offered the nost succul ent portions.
Wthin nmonents the clanor sank to a nuffled din as hungry mouths were filled with good food. The
privilege of eating first carried with it the obligation of serving; those who served now woul d be
guests later. Thus, order and right were adnmirably maintai ned. The guards watchi ng over the

Si ngi ng Stones were the only exceptions. They neither served nor ate, but stood al oof fromthe
celebration, as watchful and wary as if they were alone in a hostile |and.

Looki ng out across the crowded hall, my heart swelled with joy to see nmy people so happy and
content. It came to ne why it was that the mark of a king was linked to his benevol ence: his
people lived on it, looking to the king for their sustenance and support; through himthey |ived,

or died. |I filled ny bow with the savory norsels served me, and began to eat with a ready
appetite.
When everyone had been served, a |oud thunmping drum resounded through the hall, and into the

hol | ow square advanced ei ght nai dens at a slow and sol etm pace. Each nai den gat hered her | oose-
hangi ng hair and wound it into a knot at the nape of her neck. They then drew up the hens of their
mantl es so that their | egs were bare, and | oosened the strings of their bodices. Each nmaiden then
approached a warrior at table and begged the use of his sword.

The warriors-eager acconplices-gave up their swords willingly, and the mai dens returned to the
center of the square where they formed a circle, each placing her sword on the ground at her feet
so that the swordpoints touched. Tegid, harp at his shoul der

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20Lawhead%20-%20Son...0Albion%203%20-%20The%20Endless%20Knot.txt (14 of 174) [2/17/2004 11:30:09 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620L awhead%620-%20Song%200f%20A | bion%203%20-%20T he%20End| ess%20K not. txt

42

SONG OF ALBI ON

appeared and began to play. The harpstrings sang, each note plucked with definite accent; and the
mai dens began to dance, each step deliberate and sl ow

Around the sunburst of swords they danced, treading their way slowy over the hilts and bl ades,
eyes level, fixed on a point in the distance. Around and around, they went, adding an extra step
with each pass. By the sixth pass the harpsong began to quicken and the footwork grew nore
conplicated. By the twelfth pass, the harp was humming and the dance had become fantastic. Yet,
the mai dens danced with the sane solem attitude, eyes fixed, expressions grave.

The nusic reached a crescendo and the nmidens, spinning swiftly, perforned an intricate maneuver
with their arns. Then, quick as a blink, they stopped, spun around, stooped, and each seized her
sword by the hilt and lofted its point to the rooftrees above, shedding the tops of their nantles
in the same notion.

The musi c began again, slowy. Lowering the swords, the nai dens began the dance once nore, their
steps nmeasured and precise. The swords flashed and gl eaned, creating dazzling arcs around the
twirling |issone shapes. The tenpo increased, and those | ooking on began beating tine with their
hands on the tables, shouting encouragenent to the dancers. The young wonen's skill at handling

t he swords was dazzling handwork and footwork el aborate, cunning, and deft: hands weaving
enignatic patterns, feet tracing conplex figures as the keen-edged swords shimrered and shone.
Torchlight and rushlight glinmrered on the sweat-glistening flesh of slender arns, rounded

shoul ders and breasts. The harpsong swel |l ed; the sword-dance whirled to its climax. Wth a shriek
and a shout, the nmidens |eaped, striking their blades together in simulated battleclash. Once,
twice, three tines, the weapons sang. They froze for an instant, and then fell back, each naiden
clutching the naked blade to her breast. They knelt and lay back until their heads touched the
ground and the swords lay flat along their taut chests and stonachs.

Slowy raising the swords by the hilts, they rose to their knees once nore, brandishing the bl ades
hi gh. Suddenly, the harp struck a
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resoundi ng chord. The swords plunged. The mmai dens collapsel with a cry.

There was a nonent's silence as we all sat gazing raptly at tl~ swayi ng bl ades standing in the
packed earth floor. And then cheeis filled the hall, loudly |auding the dancers' feat. The nai dens
gatherel their clothes and retreated fromthe square.

I | ooked at Goewyn, and then at the bow in ny hands. Al thought of food vanished fromny ni nd-
instantly replaced by ~ hunger of an entirely different, though no |l ess urgent, variety. SI~

sensed ne | ooking at her and smiled. "Is something wong with tl~ food?" she asked, indicating ny
hal f-filled bow .
I shook ny head. "It is just that | think |I have discoverel something nore to ny liking."

Goewyn | eaned cl ose, put her hand to ny face and kissed nme. "]f you find that to your liking," she
whi spered, "then join ne when yoi have finished.” Rising fromher chair, she let her fingers drift
alon~ nmy jaw. Her touch sent a delicious shiver along ny ribs.

| watched her go. She paused at the door and cast a backwarl glance at me before disappearing. It

seened to me that the closcrowded hail, so festive only nmonents before, grew suddenly |loul and the
crush of peopl e oppressive.
Cynan noticed that | was not eating. "Eat!" he urged. "This ngFt above all others you will need

what little strength you possess.”

Bran, sitting next to him said, "Brother, can you not see it is fool and drink of a different
kind that he craves?"

O hers offered their own opinions on how best to maintaii strength and vigor in such

circunstances. | forced down a few bit6 and swal | owed some ale, but ny friends thought ny efforts
| ackel conviction, and redoubled their exhortations. Caibba filled my cw fromhis own and insisted
| drainit in a single draught. | sippel politely and | aughed at their jests, though ny heart was
not in it

The feasting and danci ng woul d continue through the night, bit

I could not tolerate another nonent. Rising fromthe table, | tried b

make an unobtrusive exit, which proved inpossible. | was forced b

endure nuch good- natured, bibul ous advice on how to conduct
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mysel f on ny weddi ng ni ght
As | nmoved past Tegid, he slipped a skin of nmead into nmy hands
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so that my weddi ng night should | ack neither sweetness or warnth.

"In nead is found the flavor of the marriage bed. Twi ce bl essed are

| overs who share it on this night."

The nore garrul ous seened anxi ous to acconpany ne to the hut where Goewyn waited. But Tegid cane
to ny rescue, urging themto sit down and cel ebrate the new wedded coupl e' s happi ness in song. He
took up his harp and nmade a great show of tuning it. "Away with you," he murmured under his
breath, "I will keep order here."

Cradling the nead in the crook of my arm | hurried across the yard to the nearby hut which had
been prepared for us. The house, like the hall, had been transforned into a forest bower with
fragrant pine and birch branches adorning walls and ceiling, and rushlights glow ng |ike ruddy
stars, creating a dimy pleasant rose-hued |ight.

Goewn was waiting, greeted nme with a kiss, and drew ne inside, taking the neadskin. "I have
waited long for this night, ny soul," she whispered as she wapped her arns tightly around ne.

Qur first enbrace ended in a |long, passionate kiss. And as the sl eeping-place was prepared-fl eeces

pil ed deep and spread with cl oaks-we tunbled into it. | closed ny eyes, filling my lungs with the
warm scent of her skin as our caresses grew nore urgent, taking fire.
Thus occupi ed, | do not know whether it was the shout or the snoke that first called ne fromthe

bed. | sat up abruptly. CGoewyn reached for ne, tugging ne gently back down. "LIew..
"Wait-"

"What is it?" she whispered

The shout cane again, quick and urgent. And with it the sharp scent of snoke.
"Fire!" | said, leaping to nmy feet. "The crannog is on fire!"
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"The fire is on the western side," Goewyn said, watching the rusty stain seeping into the night
sky. "The wind will send it towards us."

"Not if we hurry," | said. "Go to the hall. Alert Tegid and Bran. | will return as soon | can."
Even as | spoke, | heard another cry of alarm "Hurry, Llew" | kissed her cheek and darted away.
The snoke thickened as | raced towards the fire, filling my nostrils with the parched and nusty

shar pness of scorched grain:

the grain stores! Unless the fire was extinguished quickly, it would be

a | ean, hungry winter.

As | raced through the crannog al ong the central byway joining the various islets of our floating

city, | saw the yellowtipped flanmes, like clustered | eaves, darting above the rooftops. | heard
the fire's angry roar, and | heard voices: nmen shouting, wonen calling, children shrieking and
crying. And behind nme, fromthe direction of the hall, came the battl ebl ast of the carynx,

soundi ng the alarm
The flames | eapt high and ever higher, red-orange and angry agai nst the black sky. Dinas Dm, our

beautiful city on the | ake, was garishly silhouetted in the hideous glow | felt sick with dread
Cl oser, | saw people running here and there, darting through the rolling snoke, faces set, grimy
earnest. Sone carried | eather buckets,

4
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ot hers had wooden or netal bowl s and caul drons, but nost wi el ded only their cloaks which they had
stripped off, soaked in water, and now used as flails upon the sprouting flanes.

I whipped off ny own cloak and sped to join them M/ heart sank |ike a stone. The houses, so cl ose
together, their dry roof-thatches nearly touching, kindled Iike tinder at the first lick of flame.
| beat out the flanme5 in one place only to have themreappear el sewhere. |If help did not cone at
once, we would | ose all

| heard a shout behind ne.

"Tegid! Herel"™ | cried, turning as the bard reached nme. King Calbha, with fifty or nore warriors
and worren canme with him and they all began beating at the flames with their cloaks. "Were are
Bran and Cynan?"

"I have sent Cynan and Cynfarch to the south side,
| told them!| would send you to them"

"Go, Liew, " instructed Cal bha, wading into battle. "W will see to matters here."

I left themto the fight, and ran to aid the Ravens, passing between huts whose roofs were already
snol dering fromthe sparks raining down upon them The snoke thickened, acrid and black with soot.

Tegi d expl ai ned. "The Ravens are on the north.
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| cane to a knot of men working furiously. "Bran!" | shout ed.
"Here. lord!" came the answer, and a torso materialized out of the snoke. Bran carried a hayfork
in one hand and his cloak in the other.

Naked to the waist, his skin was black fromthe snoke; his eyes and teeth showed white, |ike chips
of moonstone. Sweat poured off him washing pale rivulets through the grine.

"Tegi| thought you might need help," | explained. "Howis it here?"

"W ~re trying to keep the fire fromspreading further eastward. Fortunately, the wind is with
us," he said, then added, "but Cynan and Cynfarch will have the worst of it."

"Then | will go to them"” | told him and hurried away again. | rounded a turn and crossed a
bridge, neeting three wonen, each
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carrying two or three babes and shepherding a bedraggl ed flock of young children, all of them
frightened and wailing. One of the wonen

stunbl ed in her haste and trod on a child; she fell to her knees, al npbst

dropping the infants she clutched so tightly. The child spraw ed

headl ong onto the bridge tinbers and |ay scream ng

| scooped up the child-so quickly that the youngster stopped yow ing, fright swall owed by
surprise. Coewyn appeared beside ne in an instant, bending to raise the woman to her feet and

shoul dering an infant all in one swift notion. "I will see themsafe!" she called to

me, already |eading themaway. "You go ahead.”

I raced on. Cynfarch stood as if in the mdst of a riot, commanding the effort. | ran to him
sheddi ng ny cloak. "I amhere, Cynfarch," | said. "Wat is to be done?"

"W will not save these houses, but-" he broke off to shout orders to a group of nen pulling at
burning thatch with wooden rakes and | ong iron hooks. A portion of the roof collapsed inward with
a shower of sparks, and the men scurried to the next hut. "These houses are ruined," he continued,
"but if the wind holds steady we may keep it from spreadi ng."

"Where is Cynan?"

"He was there," the king glanced over his shoulder. "I do not see himnow"

/ 1 ran to the place Cynfarch indicated, passing between burning buildings into a valley of fire.
Fl anes |l eapt all around nme. The heat gushed and bl asted on the breeze. Everything-the houses to
the right and left, the wall ahead, the black sky above-shinmered in the heat-fl ash.

I heard a horse's wild scream and directly in front of me a man burst through a bank of snoke
holding tight to the reins of a rearing horse. The nman had thrown his cloak over the terrified
animal's head, and was leading it away fromthe fire. Immediately behind himcame four nore nen
wi t h bucki ng, neighing, panicky horses, each with their heads bound in the nen's cloaks. Only a
few horses and kine were kept on the crannog; all the rest ranged the neadow bel ow t he ridgewal |
But those we stabled in Dinas Dm we could least afford to | ose.
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I hel ped the nen | ead the horses through the narrow, fireshattered path between the burning wecks
of houses and sheds.

Once on the wider path, | retraced ny steps and hurried on. Snoke

billowed all around, obscuring sight. Covering ny nose and nouth with the |ower part of ny siarc,
I plunged ahead and cane all at once into a clear place swarming with people. Fire danced in a
hazy shimer all around. | felt as if | had been thrust into an oven

Cynan, with a score of warriors and men with axes, chopped furiously at the tinber wall. They were
trying to cut away a section as a fire-break to keep the flanes fromdestroying the entire
pal i sade

Threescore nmen with sopping cl oaks beat at the wooden surfaces and the ground, keeping the
surroundi ng fl anes at bay, while nore men with buckets doused the snol dering enbers of the ruins
they had reclainmed. Black curls of soot and grey flakes of ash fell fromthe sky like filthy snow.
"Cynan!" | called, running to him

At the sound of my voice he turned, though the axe conpleted its stroke. "Liew A fine wedding
night for you," he said, shaking his head as he chopped again.

| scanned the ragged, fire-ravaged walL "WII| your fire-break hol d?"

"Ch, aye," he said, stepping back fromthe wall to ook at his labor. "It will hold." He raised
his voice to shout the order. "Pull it down! Pull it down, nen!"

Ropes stretched taut. The wall section wobbl ed and swayed, but would not fall

"Pull!" shouted Cynan, |eaping to the nearest rope.

I joined him lending ny weight to the effort. W heaved on the ropes and the tinbers groaned.
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"Pull!" Cynan cried. "Everyone! Al together! Pull!"

The tinbers sighed and then gave way with a shuddering crash.

We stood gazing through a clear gap at the | ake beyond. "Those

houses next!" Cynan ordered, stooping for his axe.

Two heartbeats later, a score of axes shivered the roof-trees of three houses as yet untouched by
the relentlessly encroaching flanes.
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Sei zi ng one of the rakes, | began attacking the snoldering thatch of a nearby roof, throw ng the
rake as high up the slope as |I could reach and pulling, pulling, pulling dowmm with all ny m ght,
scattering the bundl ed thatch, and then beating out the glowing reeds as they lay at ny feet.
When | finished one roof, | rushed to another, and then another. My arnms ached and ny eyes

wat ered. | choked on snoke. Live enbers caught in the cloth of ny siarc, so | stripped it off and
braved the burns of falling thatch. The heat singed ny hair it felt as if ny skin was blistering
But | worked on, sometinmes with help, nore often al one. Everyone was doi ng what ever could be done.
"Llew" | heard soneone shout nmy name. | turned just intinme to see a pair of |ong horns sw ng out
of the snoke haze. | dodged to one side as the curved horn cut a swathe through the air where
stood. An ox had broken free fromits tether and, frightened out of its dimwts, was intent on
returning to its pen. The stupid beast was running anong burning huts |ooking for its shed.
Snatching up ny siarc, | waved and shouted, turning the animal away. It runbled off the way it had
come, but no one gave chase. W had enough to do trying to stay ahead of the flames.

Everywhere | turned, there was a new energency. We flew to each fresh crisis swiftly, but with a
little less energy than the one before. Strength began to flag-and then to fail. My arns grew

/ heavy and nunb. My hand was raw fromthe rake handle, and from

burns. | could not catch my breath; my lungs heaved and the air wheezed in ny throat. Still,
doggedly planted one foot in front of the other and | abored on

And when | began to think that we nust abandon our work to the flanes, Bran and the Ravens
appeared with several score nmen and warriors. Wth a shout they swooped to the task. Wthin
monents of their arrival, or so it seened to nme, we were working harder than ever before. Raking
thatch, beating flanmes, snothering sparks-raking, beating, snothering, over and over and over
agai n and agai n.

Time passed as in a dream Heat |icked ny skin; snoke stung nmy nose and ny eyes ran. But | toiled
on. Gradually, the fire's glare
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dimred. | felt cooler air on ny scorched skin and | stopped.

A hundred nmen or nore stood around ne, clutching tools, vessels, and cloaks in unfeeling hands. W
stood, heads bowed, our arms linp at our sides, or kneeling, |eaning on our rakes for support.

And all around us the quiet hiss of hot embers slowly dying..

"A fine night's work," grow ed Cynan in a voice ragged as the remains of his burnt tatters of

cl ot hi ng.

| raised my head and turned raw eyes to a sky showing grey in the east. In the pale, spectra

light Dinas Dwm appeared as a vast heap of charred tinber and snoki ng ash

"I want to see what is left,” | told Cynan. "W should ook for the injured."

"I will look after the nen here," Bran said. He swayed on his feet with fatigue, but | knew he
woul d not rest until all the others were settled. So | charged himto do what he deened best, and
left himto it.

In the grimgrey dawn, Cynan and | stunbled slowy through the devastation of the caer. The damage
was severe and thorough. The western side of the stronghold had been deci mated; precious little
remai ned standing, and that little had been ravaged by flame and snoke.

Cal bha net us as we pursued our inspection; he had been arrangi ng tenporary storage for sal vaged
food stocks and supplies, and hol di ng- pens for horses and cattle until they could be conveyed to
pasturage on the neadows.

"WAs anyone hurt here?" | asked him

Cal bha gave a quick shake of his head. "A few with burns and such," he answered, "but no one
seriously hurt. We were fortunate."

We left himto his work and continued on, picking our way through snoking rubble. In the center of
a snall yard formed by the charred renmains of three houses, we found Tegid and several wonen
working with the injured. The bard, nearly black with snmoke and soot, knelt over a thrashing body,
appl yi ng unguent froma clay pot. Lying on the ground around himwere a dozen nore bodi es: sone
gaspi ng and noani ng, or struggling to rise; others unnaturally still, and wapped head to foot in
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cl oaks. Several of these cl oak-covered
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corpses were no bigger than a bundl e of kindling.

The full weight of sadness descended upon ne then, and

staggered beneath it. Cynan caught nmy arm and bore ne up.

Scat ha noved anmong the living, bearing the marks of one who

had wal ked t hrough fl anmes-as i ndeed she had. For when the alarm

sounded, she had organi zed a search of each house on the western side. Nearly everyone was at the
weddi ng feast, but a few especially nothers of snall children-had retired to sl eep. Scatha had
roused them and conducted them through snmoke and flanes to safety, returning again and again,
until the fire grew too hot and she could do no nore.

"How many?" She gl anced up quickly at the sound of ny voice, and then proceeded with her work of
bandagi ng a young man's burned upper arm

"If there had been tine," she replied, "these m ght have been saved. But the fire spread so

swiftly... and these young ones were asleep."” She lifted a hand to the tiny bundles. "They never
woke, and now they never will."

"Tell me, Scatha," | said, nmy voice husky with fatigue and renorse. "How nany?"

"Three fives and three," she replied, then added softly, "Two or three nore will join that nunber
before nightfalL"

Tegid finished and joined us. "It is a wicked |loss,"” he nuttered.

"Snmoke took themwhile they slept. It was a nerciful death, at least."

"But for the feast," Cynan put in, "it would have been nuch worse. Al nbost everyone was in the hai
when it started."”

"And if al nost everyone had not been in the hail, it would never have started in the first place,”
Scat ha suggest ed.

I was in no nmood for riddles. "Are you saying that this was not an accident?" | demanded bluntly.
"It was no accident kindled the flane.” Cynan was adanant.

Tegid agreed. "Flames arising in three places at once-the wall, the houses, the ox pens-is not

negl i gence or mshap. That is willful and malicious."

Lord Cal bha, comnming upon us just then, heard Tegid's
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pronouncenent. "Someone set the fires on purpose-is that what you

are sayi ng?" charged Cal bha, unwilling to believe such a thing could

happen in Dinas Da. "Wat nan anong us would do such a thing?"

"Man or men," Cynan replied, his voice raw from snmoke and shouting. "There was nmaybe nore than
one." He regarded the

snol dering ruins narrowy. "Whoever it was knew their work, and

didit well. If the wind had changed we woul d have | ost the caer- and many nore |ives besides.”
The sweat on ny back turned cold. | turned to those around me, silently scanning their faces. If
there was a killer anbng us, | could not inagine who it nmight be. A call fromone of the wonen
took Tegid away. "Speak of this to no one," | charged the others, "until we have had tinme to learn
nor e?'

Scatha returned to her work, and Cynan, Calbha and | went back to where Bran and the Ravens were
sifting the rubble of a storehouse.

Closer, | saw that they were slowy, carefully lifting a coll apsed

r ool beam from a body which was trapped beneath it.

Cynan and | hastened to add our strength to the task. Grasping the bl ackened tinber, we heaved it
up, shifting it just enough for the broken body beneath to be withdrawn. The man was pulled free
of the debris and carried fromthe ruin where they laid himgently dow and rolled himonto his
back.

Bran's head cane up slowy, his expression grave. He glanced fromne to Cynan. "I am sorry,
Cynan. .

"Cynfarch!" exclaimed Cynan. Falling to his knees, he raised his father's body in his arnms. The
movenent brought a faint whinper of a nopan. The Gal anae ki ng coughed and a thin trickle of blood
| eaked fromthe corner of his nouth.

Cal bha stifled an oath; | put ny hand on the man nearest me. "Fetch Tegid," | ordered. "Hurry,
man! "

Tegid came on the run, took one | ook at the body on the ground, and ordered everyone back. Bending
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over Cynfarch's side, the bard began to exanine the stricken king. He gently probed the body for
wounds, and turned the head to the side. Beneath the filthy coating of ash, Cynfarch's flesh was
pal e and waxy.
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Cynan, his broad shoul ders hunched, clasped his father's hand in his and stared hard at the sl ack
features, as if willing vigor to reappear. 'WIIl he live?" he asked as Tegid finished his
scrutiny.

"He is hurt inside," the bard replied. "I cannot say."

These words were scarcely fallen fromhis |ips when another call clained our attention
"Penderuydd! Liew Help! Conme quickly!"

We turned to see a warrior running towards us. "Wat is it, Pebin?" | called to him "Wat has
happened?"

"Lord," Pebin replied, "I went to the hall to take up ny watch -. ." he paused, glancing around
qui ckly. "You had better cone at once."
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Good Counsel

"I will look after nmy father," Cynan said. "Leave ne."

"Take Cynfarch to ny hut," the bard ordered. "Sioned will tend himthere."

Then Tegid, Pebin and | threaded our way back towards the center of the crannog, passing knots of
peopl e hurrying to the site of the fire. The enbers were still snoking and ash still hot, but the
cl ean-up was conmenci ng. Those who had taken refuge on the shore were returning to begin the
restoration.

Crossing the bridge on the main pathway we cane to the cluster of | ow round houses that sheltered
in the shadow of the great hail.

Except for the snell of snobke, which penneated everything in the fortress, the houses and hal
were untouched by the fire. Al appeared safe and secure.

We noved qui ckly ampong the huts and across the yard separating themfromthe hall. "Stay here,
Pebin," | instructed the warrior. "Do not |let anyone in." Passing between the massive doorposts, |
foll owed Tegid inside. Even in the dimlight | could see that the iron stand had been overturned.
The wooden chest bearing the Singing Stones was gone. Closer, | saw two figures huddl ed agai nst
the far west wall, and a third sprawl ed face down on the bare earth floor. They did not stir as we
entered.
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Approachi ng the nearest nman, | stooped and shook him by the shoul der. Wen ny jostling awoke no
response, | rolled the man towards ne. Hs head flopped | oosely on his chest, and | knew he was
dead.

"One of the warband," | said. | had seen the nan before, but did not know his nane.

"It is Cradawc," Tegid inforned me, |eaning near to see the man's face.
I lowered the body gently to the floor, cradling his neck in ny hand so that his head woul d not
strike the ground. My hand cane away sticky and wet. A sick feeling spread through my gut as

| ooked at the dark substance on ny hand. "The back of his head has been crushed," | rmurnured.
Tegid noved to the second nman, and pressed his fingertips against the nan's throat.

"1)ead?" | asked.

He answered me with a nod, and turned at once to the third

warri or.

"This one as wel | ?"

"No," Tegid answered. "This one still lives."

"Who is it?"

Just then the nman groaned and coughed.

"It is Gorew. Help ne get himoutside."

Carefully, Tegid and | carried the body fromthe ball and laid it gently on the ground outside.
Stretching his long fingers over the fallen warrior, Tegid turned Gorew s head to the side. It was
then | saw the hideous bl ue~bl ack bruise bulging like an egg on the side of his tenple above the
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right eye.
The novenent brought another nmoan. "CGorew," Tegid said loudly, firmy.
At the sound of his nane, the warrior's eyes fluttered open. "Ahhh. - ." The groan was a whi sper.

"Rest and be easy," Tegid told him 'W are here to help you?

"They are... gone," Gorew said, his voice a faint rattle in his throat.
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"Who is gone?" Tegid asked, holding Gorew with his voice.

"The stones.. ." the warrior answered. "Cone.., stolen.. ."

"We know, Gorew," | replied. The injured warrior's eyes fluttered. "W did this to you?" | asked.
"Who attacked you?"

"I, ahh... saw soneone... | thought. " Gorew sighed, and closed his eyes.

"The nane, Gorew. G ve us the name. Wio did this?" But it was no use; Gorew had | ost consci ousness
once nore.

"W will learn nothing nore for the noment," Tegid said. "Let us carry himto ny hut."

Pebi n, staring down at Gorew, nade no nove, so | took his armand directed himto help lift the
wounded warrior. We carried Gorew to Tegid' s hut where Cynan and Bran were now waiting. |nside,

Si oned, a woman much skilled in healing, was watching over the nore badly injured. Sioned spread a
cloak for himover a mat of straw, and we |laid Gorew down beside Cynfarch. "I will tend hi mnow, "
she sai d.

"Who woul d do this?" Pebin asked as we stepped fromthe hut.

Who i ndeed, | wondered? Twenty dead so far-with nore likely to follow half the caer ruined, and
the Singing Stones stolen. The damage was severe as it was brutal. | determined to lay hands to
the thieves before the sun set on this day.

Summoni ng Bran and Cynan to ne, | infornmed them of the theft.

"The thieves set fire to the caer and used the resulting confusion to steal the Singing Stones.
Gorew and the other guards were attacked and over powered."

"Fhe Treasure of Al bion stolen?" Bran wondered. "And the guards?"

"Two were killed outright; Gorew still lives. He may yet tell us sonething.”

Cynan's bl ue eyes narrowed dangerously. "He is a dead man who did this."”

"Until we raise the trail, we do not know how nany are involved."
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"One man or a hundred," Cynan nmuttered, "it is all the same to ne."

"Bran," | said, moving towards the hail, "raise the warband. W will begin the search at once."
The Chi ef Raven sped away, and Cynan and | began wal ki ng back towards the hail. As we cane into
the yard, the boom ng battl ehorn sounded, and a few nonents |ater the Ravens began fl ocking to the
call: Garanaw, Drustwn, Niall, Enyr, Alun. Scatha arrived too, and a few nonents |ater Bran
entered with a score of warriors. Al gathered around the cold hearth.

"W have been attacked by enenies," | explained, and told them about the assault during the fire.

"So far, twenty are dead, and others are badly injured-Cynfarch and Gorew among them The Singing
Stones are stolen.” This revel ation brought an instant outcry. "W will catch the nmen who did
this," | pledged, and ny vow was echoed by a dozen nore. "The search will begin at once."

| turned to Bran Bresal, ny battlechief~ | eader of the Raven Flight. "Make ready to | eave. W will
ride as soon as horses are saddl ed. "

He hesitated, glancing quickly at Scatha; a |look | could not read passed between them

"Wl | ?" | denanded.

"I't will be done as you say, lord," Bran replied, touching the back of his hand to his forehead
Calling the warband to follow him they hurried fromthe hail to attend to their various tasks,

| eavi ng Cynan and Scatha alone with ne.

"I amsorry, Cyrian," Scatha said, touching the brawny warrior on the arm

"The bl ood debt will be paid, Pen-y-Cat," he replied quietly. "Never doubt it." The pain bled raw
in his voice.

Turning to me, Scatha said, "I would serve you in this, lord. Allow ne to | ead the warband and
capture the thieves."

"I thank you, Pen-y-Cat," | declined, "but it is my place. You will serve better here. Tegid wll
need your help."

"Your place is here as well, Llew, " she persisted. "It is tinme for
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you to think beyond yourself to those who depend on you. You need rest,

Scat ha suggest ed,
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pressing her point. "Stay here and rule your people."
Her words nmeant nothing to ne. Rage flowed hot and potent through ny veins, and | was in no nood

for unravelling riddles. | saw but one thing clearly: the nen who had practised this outrage on ne
woul d be caught and judged. "A bath is all | need,” | grunmbied. "The cold water will revive ne."
Aching in every joint, | dragged nyself back to ny hut intent on bathing and changi ng cl ot hes
before departing. | reeked of stale sweat and snoke; ny hair was singed in a dozen places, and ny
breecs and buskins | ooked as if they had been attacked by flam ng noths. Inside the hut, | paused
only I ong enough to retrieve a change of clothes, a chunk of the heavy tallow soap, and the strip
of Iinen | used for a washcloth. | had started across the yard when Tegid energed fromhis hut. |
went to him

"Gorew may recover," the bard said. "I will know nore when he awakes."

"And Cynfarch?" | asked.

"Death is strong, but Cynfarch may yet prove stronger," the bard replied. "The battle will be

deci ded before this day is done."

"Either way, | nean to have the thieves caught and the stones returned before this tine tonorrow, "
| said.

"And are you thinking of going after them yoursel f?" he asked pointedly.

"OF course! | amthe king. It is nmy duty."

The bard bristled at this, and opened his nouth to object. | did not want to hear it, so | cut him
of f. "Save your breath, Tegid. | amleading the warband, and that is that."
Turning on ny heel, | stalked away across the yard, through the gate, and out to the boat |anding.

At one end of the | anding, the rock base of the crannog forned a shall ow area nany used as a

bat hi ngpl ace. But there was no one el se about.

| stripped off nmy clothes and slipped into the water; the icy sting on ny scorched hide felt like
a balm Sinking gratefully into the
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water, | floated subnerged except for forehead and nose.

The sun rose higher, burning through the thin grey mst while | busied nyself with the soap. |
washed my hair and scrubbed ny skin rawwith the cloth. Wen | lowered nyself into the water to
rinse, | felt like a snake sloughing off its old dead skin

| was shaking water fromny hair when Goewyn arrived

"Scat ha has told me what has happened," she said. She stood on the |anding above ne with her arns
crossed. Her face was snudged with soot, and her hair was tangled and powdered with ash. Her once-
white nmantl e was | eopard-spotted with bl ack and brown bunmarks.

| al nost sal non-| eaped fromthe water for, until the nmoment | saw her again, | had conpletely
forgotten that | was a married nan now and had a wife waiting for ne.
"Goewyn, | amso sorry, | forgot that-"

"She says you are planning to ride out," she continued coldly. "If you care anything for your
peopl e, or what has happened here this night, you will not go."

"But | nust go," | insisted. "I amthe king; it is ny duty.”

"If you are a king," she said, flinging each word separately for enphasis, "stay here and act |ike
a king. Rule your people. Rebuild your stronghold."

"What of the Singing Stones? What of the thieves?"

"Send your battlechief and warriors to bring them back. That is what a true king would do."

"It is ny place," | replied, noving towards her.
"You are wong. Your place is here with your people. You should not be seen chasing these-these
cynrhon!" She used a word sel dom used of another in Al bion; | had never seen her so angry. "Are

you above thenf"
"OfF course, Goewyn, but I-"
"Then show it!" she snapped. "Are these thieves kings that it takes a king to capture thenf"

"No, but--" | began, and was quickly cut off.
"Hear me, Liew Silver Hand: if you allow your enemy to prevent
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you fromruling, he is nore powerful than you-and the whole of Albion will knowit."

"Goewyn, please. You do not understand."

"Do | not?" she denanded, and did not wait for nmy answer. "WII| not Bran serve you with the | ast
breath of his body? WIIl not Cynan nove nmountains at your word? WIIl not the Ravens seize the sun
and stars to pl ease you?"

"Listen-if | ama king at all, it is because the Singing Stones have nade ne so."
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"You are not just another king. You are the Aird Righ! You are Al bion. That is why you cannot go."
"Goewyn, please. Be reasonable.” | mnust have presented a forlorn spectacle standing up to nmy nave
in cold water, shivering and dripping, for she softened sonmewhat.

"Do not behave as a nman without rank and power," she said, and | began to see the shape of her
logic. "If you are a king, ny love, then be a king. Denpbnstrate your authority and m ght.
Denonstrate your wi sdom send Bran and the Raven Flight. Yes. Send Cynan. Send Cal bha and Scat ha
and a hundred warriors. Send everyone! But do not go yourself. Do not becone the thing you seek to
destroy. "

"You sound just like Tegid," | replied, attenpting-clunsily-to lighten the mood. It seened absurd
for both of us to be angry.

"Then you should listen to your wise bard," she replied inperiously. "He is giving you good
counsel ."

Goewyn stood with her arns crossed over her breast, regarding ne with inplacable eyes, waiting for

my reply. | was beaten and | knew it. She was right: a true king would never risk the honor of his
sovereignty by chasing crimnals across the ki ngdom
"Lady, | stand rebuked," | said, spreading ny hands. "Also | stand shivering and cold. | will do

as you say, only let ne cone out of the water before |I freeze."

"Far be it fromnme to prevent you," she said, her lips curving ever so slightly at the corners.
"So be it." | took another step towards her, clinbing fromthe
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wat er. She stooped and shook out the cloak, holding it out for ne to step into.

1 turned my back to her and she draped the cloak over ny shoulders. Her hands travelled slowy
down ny back, and then her arns encircled nmy waist. | turned in her enbrace, put ny arnms around
her and held her close. "You will get wet," | told her

"I need a bath," she replied, then, realizing the truth of what she had said, at once pushed ne
away and held me at arnis |ength.

"I have washed," | protested.

"But | have not." She w thdrew a quick step.

"Wait-"

"Conme hone, husband," she called, "but not until you have told Tegid that you are staying in D nas
Da, and not until you have sent the Raven Flight to work your will."

"Coewyn, wait, | will go with you-"

"I will be waiting, husband," she called, disappearing through the gate.

I pulled on my breecs, stuffed nmy arns into the sleeves of the siarc, snatched up ny buskins, and
hurried back to Tegid' s hut to informhimof nmy change of plan.
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Cynan Two- Torcs

| calkd Tegid fromhis hut. He emerged | ooking hunched and old; his dark hair was grey with ash,
and his face seenmed just as colorless. Hi s eyes vere bloodshot from snoke and exhausti on. He nust

have been dead on his feet. | instantly felt guilty for taking a bath, |eaving everyone else to do
t he work.
"Wse Bard," | said, "I have changed ny nind. | amstaying in Dina~ Dw. | will send Bran and the

Raven Flight to capture the thieves and bring back the Singing Stones."

".~ prudent decision, lord," Tegid said, nodding with narrow satisfaction

"Yes, so | amtold."'

Emyr Lydaw hailed nme just then and came running to say that the '~arband was ready. "Assenble at
the landing,” | conmanded. "Tegd and | will join you there."

"Come," | told Tegid, taking himby the armand | eading himtowaids the hail, "we will eat

sonet hing before we join them The king nd his bard nust not be seen to swoon wi th hunger."
'Tegid declared hinmself well satisfied with this sentinment-it showed | was beginning to think |ike
a king. We stopped | ong enough for a |loaf and a drink of the sweetened water left over fromthe
weddi ng feast. Thus refreshed, we made our way to the |anding.
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The Ravens, singed and bedraggled fromthe night's ordeal, were loading the last of their
provisions into the boats. Cynan stood a few paces apart, a spear in each hand, staring at the
water. Alun and Drustwn greeted me as we approached. Bran turned fromthe task to say, "Al is
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ready, lord. W await your comand."

"I am needed here-1 will not acconpany you. And you do not require ny help to capture these | ow
crimnals,” | explained. "I charge you to do this work swiftly and return with all haste.™

Bran, sonewhat relieved by ny change of plan, replied, "I hear and will obey, lord."

Cynan, his jaw hard and his brow set in a lethal scowl, said nothing, but stared away across the

| ake to the strand where Niall and Garanaw waited with the horses. "Good hunting, brother," | told
hi m

He nodded curtly and clinmbed into one of the boats. The others joined him and the boats pushed
away fromthe |anding. We bade them farewel|l then, and the boats w thdrew. The oarsnen had not
pul l ed three strokes, however, when the wonan Sioned appeared at the gate.

"Penderwydd!" she called, and cane runni ng when she saw him

"What is it, Sioned?" Tegid turned to neet her, grey eyes quick with concern

"He is dead," she said hastily. "King CynfarCh has died, Penderwydd. Eleri is with him He just
stopped breathing and-that was all."

Tegid made to hurry away; he took two quick steps, then paused, glancing back over his shoul der

towards the departing boats. He opened his nouth to speak, but | spoke first. "Go," | told him "I
will tell Cynan."

Wiile the Chief Bard hastened towards the gate, | called the boats back. "Cynan," | said when he
was cl ose enough to hear, "it is your father."

He saw the figures of Tegid and the wonman hurrying away, and he guessed the worst. "lIs ny father
dead?"

"Yes, brother. | amsorry."
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At ny words, Cynan stood upright in the boat, rising so suddenly that he alnost tipped it over. As
soon as the oarsman brought the vessel near the | anding, Cynan |eaped fromthe boat and started
towards the gate.

I caught himas he passed. "Cynan, | am sending the Raven Flight w thout you."

Hi s face darkened and he started to protest, but | held firm "I know how you feel, brother, but
you wi |l be needed here. Your people are without a king now. Your place is with them"

He gl anced away, the conflict hot within. "Let themgo, Cyrian," | urged. "It is for Bran to serve

me inthis. It is for us to stay."

Cynan's eyes flicked frommne to the boat and back again. Wthout a word he turned and hurried
away.

From the boat Bran called, "Wuld you have us wait for him |ord?"

"No, Bran," | replied, sending the Raven Chief away. "Cynan will not acconpany you now. "

I watched as the boats | anded on the opposite shore and the pack animals were quickly | oaded. The
Ravens nounted; Bran |lofted a spear and the warriors noved off along the |akeshore. | raised ny
silver hand in salute to them and held the salute until they were well away. Then | turned and
began wal ki ng back to the hail. In truth, I was secretly glad not to be riding with them Wary to
the bone, | longed for nothing nore than sl eep

Instead, | returned to Tegid' s hut where Cynan had taken up vigil beside his father's body. "There
is nothing to be done here," Tegid told me. "You need rest, Llew Go now while you may; | will
sunmmon you if you are needed."

Umwilling to leave, | hesitated, but the bard placed his hand firmy on ny shoul der, turned ne,
and sent ne away. | started across the small yard to nmy hut, and then renenbered I had a different

hone now. | turned aside and went instead to the hut prepared for Goewn and ne. It seened an age
si nce our weddi ng night.

Goewn was waiting for nme inside. She had bathed and put on a
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new white robe. Her hair was hangi ng down, still wet from washing.

She was sitting on the bed, conbing out the tangles with a wi de. toothed wooden conb. She sm | ed
as | cane in, rose, and welconieri nme with a kiss. Then, taking nmy silver hand in both of hers,
she led me to the bed, renoved ny cl oak and pushed ne gently down onto the deep.piled fleece. She
stretched herself beside nme. | put ny arms around her, and pronptly fell asleep

I cane awake with a start. The hut was dark, and the caer was quiet. Pale nmoonlight showed beneath
t he oxhi de at the door. My novenent woke Goewyn, and she put her warm hand on the back of my neck
"It is night," she whispered. "Lie down and go back to sleep."

"But | amnot tired any nore," | told her, lowering nmyself onto ny el bow
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"Neither aml," she said. "Are you hungry?"
"Ravenous. "

"There is a little wedding bread. And we have nead."
"Wonder ful . "

She rose and went to the small hearth in the center of the room | watched her, graceful as a
ghost in the pale noonlight, kneeling to her work. In a few nonments, a yellow petal of flane
licked out and a fire blossonmed on the hearth. Instantly, the interior of our bower was bathed in

shi mering golden |ight. Goewyn retrieved the neadskin and cup, and two small | oaves of banys
bar a.

She settled herself beside nme on the bed once nore, broke the bread and fed nme the first bite.
Wher eupon, | broke off a piece and fed her. W finished the first |oaf, and the second, then

pul l ed the stopper fromthe neadskin and | ay back to savor its sweetness and warnth, sharing the
gol den nectar between us in a string of kisses, each nore ardent than the |ast.

I could wait no | onger. Laying aside the neadskin, | reached up and gathered her to nme. She cane
into ny arns, all softness and warmth, and we abandoned ourselves to the heady delight of our

b, odi es.
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Conscious that nmy netal hand would be cold, | did ny best to keeP it fromtouching her-no easy
task, for | desired nothing nore tiian to stroke her hair and caress her skin. But Goewyn put ne
at ny ease

Kneel i ng besi de ne, she opened her robe and took ny silver hand in both of hers. "it is part of
you now," she said, her voice soft and low, "so it shall be no less part of ne." Raising ny netal
hand she pressed it between her exquisite breasts.

The tenderness of this act filled me with awe. | lost nyself then in passion. Goewn was all ny
uni verse and she was enough

Later, we poured nead into a golden cup and drank it in bed. Qur wedding night, although untinely
interrupted, was all we could have hoped it would be.

"It seens as if! have never lived until now," | told her
Li ps curling deliciously, Goewyn raised the cup to her lips. "Do not think this night is finished
yet," she said.

And so we made | ove again, with passion, to be sure, but w thout the haste of our previous
coupling we could afford to take our pleasure nore slowy this tine. Sonme tine towards dawn we
fell asleep in one another's arnms. But | do not recall the closing of ny eyes. | remenber only
Goewyn, her breath sweet on ny skin, and the warnmth of her body next to mne.

That night was but a monent's respite fromthe cares and concerns of the days that followed. Yet,
I rose next norning invincible, nore than a natch for whatever the future held in store. There was
work to be done, and | was eager to begin.

I found Tegid and a sonber Cynan in the hail, sitting at bread, discussing Cynfarch's funeral. It
had been decided that Cynan would return with his people to Dun Cruach for the burial. They nust

| eave at once.

"I would it were otherwi se," Cynan told ne. Hi s eyes were red and his voice a rasp. "I had w shed
to stay and help rebuild the caer.”

"I know, brother; 1 know," | answered. "But we have hands enough to serve | wish | could go with
you. "
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Qur talk turned to provisioning his people for the journey. Because of the fire and the |ong
drought before it, our supplies were not what they night have been. Still, | wanted to send him
back with enough not only for the journey but for a fair tinme beyond it.

Lord Cal bha, who would be returning to his own | ands one day soon, oversaw the | oading of the

Gal anae wagons. After a while, Calbha entered the hail to announce that all was ready; we rose

reluctantly, and followed himout. "I will send word when we have caught the thieves," | prom sed
as we stepped out into the yard.

"Until that day," Cynan replied gravely, "I will drink neither ale nor nead, and no fire shal

burn in the hearth in the king's hall. Dun Cruach will remain in darkness."

Sone of the Gal anae warriors standing near heard Cynan's vow and approached. "W woul d have a king

to lead us hone,
before us."
Tegid, hearing their request, placed a fold of his cloak over his head and said, "Your request is

they said. "It is not right that we should enter our realmw thout a king to go
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honor abl e. Have you a man of nobility worthy to be king?"

The Gal anae answered, "W have, Penderwydd."

"Nane this nman, and bring himbefore ne."

"He is standing besi de you now, Penderwydd," they said. "It is Cynan Machae and no other."

Tegid turned and pl aced his hand on Cynan's shoulder. "Is there anything to prevent you from
assum ng your father's throne?" Tegid asked him

Cynan ran his hand through his wiry red hair, and thought for a noment. "Nothing that |I know, " he
replied at |ast.

"Your people have chosen you," Tegid said, "and | do not think a better choice could be made. As
Chief Bard of Albion, I will confer the kingship at once if you will accept it."

"I will accept it gladly," he replied.

"I't would be well to establish your reign with the proper cerenony,
journey will not wait, therefore we will hold the kingmaki ng now. "
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Cynan's ki ngmaki ng was acconplished with the | east possible cerenony. Scatha and Goewyn stood with
me, Cal bha watching, and the Gal anae gathered cl ose about as Tegid said the words. It was sinmply
done and quickly over-the only interruption in the swift affair came when Tegid nade to renove
Cynan's torc and replace it with the one Cynfarch had worn.

"The gold torc is the synmbol of your sovereignty,"” Tegid told him "By it all nen will know that
you are king and deserving of respect and honor."

Cynan agreed, but would not surrender his silver torc. "Gve ne the gold torc if you will, but I
amnot giving up the torc ny father gave ne."

"Wear it always-and this as well." So saying, the bard slipped the gold torc around Cynan's neck
and, raising his hands over him shouted, "King of the Galanae in Cal edon, | do proclai myou

Hail, Cynan Two- Torcs!"

Everyone | aughed at this--including Cynan, who fromthat nmoment wore his new nane as proudly as he
wore his two torcs.

| enbraced hi m Scat ha and Goewyn |ikew se-and in the next breath we were bidding himfarewell.
Cynan was anxious to return to the south to bury his father and begin his reign. W crossed to the
pl ai n and acconpani ed hi m on horseback as far as Druim Vran, where we waited on the ridgetop as
the Gal anae passed. Wen the | ast wagon had crested the ridge and begun its | ong, slow way down
the other side, Cynan turned to me and said, "Here | am sorry to be gone and | have not yet left.
The burden of a king is weighty indeed." He sighed heavily.

"Yet, | think you will survive."

"It is well for you," he replied, "but | have no beautiful woman to marry me and | mnust shoul der

t he wei ght al one."

Tegi d expl ai ned. "But the

"I would marry you, Cynan," CGoewyn offered amiably, "but | have already wed Liew Still, 1 think
you will not long suffer the lack of a bride. Certainly a king with two torcs will be a nost

desi rabl e husband. "

Cynan rolled his eyes. "Cch! | amnDt king so nmuch as a single
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day and already wily fenmal es are schemng to separate ne fromny treasuré&

"Brother," | said, "think yourself fortunate if you find a woman willing to marry you at any
price. Ten torcs would be not one torc too many to give for a wife.”
"No doubt you are right,"” Cynan admtted. "But until | find a wonan as worthy as the one you have

found I will keep ny treasure."

Goewyn | eaned across and ki ssed himon the cheek. W then waved himon his way, watching until he
reached the valley bel ow and took his place at the head of his people. Goewn was qui et beside ne
as we rode back to the | ake.

| turned to her and said, "Marry nme, CGoewyn."

She | aughed. "But | have already married you, best bel oved."

"I wanted to hear you say it again."

"Then hear ne, Liew Silver Hand," she said. She straightened in the saddl e, holding her head erect
and proud. "I marry you this day, and tonorrow, and each tonorrow until tonorrows cease."

70

The Ravens' Return

Wrk on the restoration of Dinas Dw proceeded at once with brisk efficiency. The peopl e seened
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especially eager to elimnate all traces of the fire. The people, ny people-ny patchwork cl oak of
a clan, made up of various tribes and kin, warriors, farnmers, artisans, famlies, w dows, orphans,
refugees each and every one-labored tirelessly to repair the damage to the crannog and put
everything right once nore. As | toiled beside them | came to understand that Dinas Dw was nore
to themthan a refuge; it had becone hone. Forner bonds and attachnents were either broken or
breaki ng down, and a new ki nship was being forged: in the sweat of our striving together, we were
becom ng a singular people, a clan as distinct as any tribe in Al bion

Life in the crannog, so cruelly assaulted by fire and the Great Hound's desol ati ons, soon began to
assunme its former rhythm Tegid sumoned his Mabinogi and reinstated their daily | essons in bardic
|l ore. Scatha |ikew se nmustered her pupils and the practice yard rang to the shouts of the young
warriors and the clatter of wooden swords on | eather shields once nore. The farmers returned to
their sun.ravaged crops, hopeful of saving sone part of the harvest now that the drought had
broken. The cowherds and shepherds devoted thenselves to replenishing their

7

71

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

stocks as the neadows began greeni ng once nore.

As | surveyed the work of restoration, it seened to nme that everyone had deternined to put the
recent horror behind them as quickly as possible and sought rel ease fromthe hateful nenories by
striving to nmake of Dinas Dwm a paradise in the north. But the wounds went deep and, despite the
ardent industry of the people, it would be a very long tinme before Al bion was healed. This, | told
mysel f, was why | must stay: to see the land revived and the peopl e redeened. Yes, the healing had
begun; for the first tinme in years nen and wonen could face the future with sonething other than
deepest dread and despair.

Thus, when the Raven Flight reappeared with their prisoner a scant few days after riding out, we
all deened it a favourable sign. "You see!" nmen said to one another. "No one can stand agai nst
Silver Hand! Al his enem es are conquered at |ast."

W greeted the Ravens' return warmy, and accl ai ned the obvi ous success of their undertaking:
riding with themwas a sullen, doleful, solitary prisoner-nmade to sit backwards in the saddle,
wi t h hands bound behi nd his back and his cl oak wound over his head and shoul ders.

"Hail, Raven Flight, and greetings!" | called as the boat touched shore. A nunber of us had rowed
fromthe crannog to neet themy we scranbl ed ashore as the Ravens di smounted. "I see you enjoyed a
successful hunt."

"Swift the hunt, great the prize," Bran agreed tersely. "But not without sacrifice, as Niall wll
soon tell you."

"How so0?" | asked and, turning, saw the bl ood-soaked bandage beneath N all's cl oak

The injured Raven disnissed ny alarmwith a wave of his hand-though even that slight nmovement made
himw nce. "Zeal nade me careless, lord," he replied, speaking through clenched teeth. "It wll

not happen again, | assure you. Yet, | was fortunate; the swordstroke caught me as | fell. It

m ght have been worse."”

"H s head mi ght have parted conpany with his neck," Al un Tringad inforned nme. "Though whet her that
be for the worse, or for
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the better, we cannot decide."

This brought a laugh fromthe small crowd that had gathered to hail the Ravens' success and | earn
the identity of the nal efactor they had captured.

"A nost di sagreeable prisoner, this one," Bran affirmed. "He chose death and was determined to
have us acconpany him"

"W cai ne upon himby surprise,” Drustwn of fered,
down with him"

It was then | saw that both Drustwn and Enyr were al so wounded: Drustwn held his armclose to his
body, and Enyr's leg was wapped in a thick bandage just above the knee. When | inquired about
their injuries, Drustwn assured nme that they would heal far faster than the pride of their
prisoner, which he reckoned had suffered harm beyond recovery.

"The worse for us, if he had not slipped on the wet grass and fallen on his head," Garanaw added;
he made a notion with his hand, indicating how it happened, and everyone | aughed again. It was a
far from happy sound, however; they |aughed out of relief nostly, and also to humliate the
captive further. Not for a nonent had anyone forgotten the outrage done to us.

"I am gl ad none of you were nore seriously hurt,” | told them "Your sacrifice will not be

overl ooked. All of you," | said, raising ny silver hand to them "have earned a fine reward and

or he would surely have taken two or nore of us
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the increased esteem of your king."

Bran declared hinself satisfied with the latter, but Alun avowed that for his part the fornmer
woul d not be unwel cone. The prisoner, who had naintained a seething silence up to then, cane to
life once nore. Twisting in the saddle, the nman strained around to yell defiantly: "Loose ne, sons
of bitches! Then we will see how well you fare in an even fight!"

At these words, a chill touched my heart- not for what he said, but for the voice itself. | knew
this man.

"Get himdown," | instructed. "And take away the cloak. | want to see his face."

The Ravens haul ed the captive roughly fromthe saddl e and

73

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

forced himto his knees before ne. Bran seized a corner of the cloak, untied it, and pulled the
cloak away to reveal a face | recognized and did not care to see again

Pal adyr had not changed much since last | saw him the night he had put a knife through Meidryn
Mawr's heart. True, | had glinpsed himnmonmentarily on the clifftop at Ynys Sci when he had hurl ed
Gnenllian to her death, but | had not had a good | ook at himthen

Seeing himnow, | was amazed again at his i mense size-every linb enornmous, thick-nuscled

shoul ders above a torso that m ght have been hewn fromthe trunk of an oak tree. Even nen |ike
Bran, Drustwn and Al un Tringad seenmed slight next to Prydain's one-tine chanpion.

He had not given up without a fight, however, and the Ravens had not been over-gentle with him An
ugly purple bruise bulged at one tenple, his nose was swollen, and his lower lip was split. But
hi s arrogance was as staggering as ever, and his fiery defiance undi med.

"Bring Tegid," | said to the nan nearest nme, unwilling to turn my back on Paladyr. "Tell himto
cone at once."

"The Chief Bard is here, lord," the man replied. "He is comng now "

| turned to see Tegid and Cal bha hastening to join us. The sight of Pal adyr knee~ng before us
halted both nmen in their steps.

Tegid regarded the defiant captive with grimsatisfaction. Upon seeing the Chief Bard of Al bion
Pal adyr cl anped his nmouth shut, malice burning fromhis bal eful eyes. After a nonent, Tegid turned
to Bran, "Had he the Singing Stones with hinP"

"That he had, Penderwydd," replied Bran. He gestured to Drustwn, who produced a | eather bag from
behi nd his saddl e, and brought it to us.

"We caught himw th them" Garanaw expl ained. "And we are pleased to restore themto their

rightful place in Dinas Dw." He opened the chest briefly to show that the pal e stones were i ndeed

still within; then he passed the chest to Tegid s keeping.

"Was he alone? Did you find anyone with hin?" Lord Cal bha
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asked. | watched Pal adyr's expression carefully, but he remai ned stony-faced, without the

slightest flicker of a sign that what | said

concerned him

"No, lord," the Raven Chief answered. "W searched the region

and watched well the trail behind us. W saw no sign of anyone with him™"

Turning to some of the nen who had gathered with us, | said,

"Make ready a storehouse here on the shore to receive our prisoner, for I will not allow himto
set foot on the crannog again."

To Lord Cal bha, | said, "Send your swiftest rider to Dun Cruach

Tell Cynan we have captured the nman responsible for his father's death, and we await his return so
that justice can be satisfied."

"It will be done, Silver Hand," the king of the Cruin replied. "He is not so many days away-we nay
overtake himbefore reaching Dun Cruach." Cal bha then sumobned one of his clansnen and the two
nmoved at once

"What will you do with the Stones of Song?" asked Tegid, holding the bag.

"I have in nmind a place for them" | answered, tapping the bag with a finger. "They will not be so
easily stolen again."

Leavi ng our prisoner in the care of a score of warriors, Tegid, Calbha and the Ravens returned
with me to the hail where | pointed to the firepit in the center of the great room "Raise the
hearthstone,” | said, "and bury the Singing Stones beneath it. No one will be able to take them

wi thout alerting the whole crannog."”

"Wel|l said, lord," Bran agreed. Tools were brought and, after a great deal of effort, the massive
heart hstone in the center of the hail was raised and held in place while a small hol e was dug
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beneath it. The oak chest was put in the hole and the hearthstone |lowered into

pl ace once nore

"All nmen bear witness!" declared Tegid, raising his hands in declamation. "Now is Di nas Dwr
establ i shed on an unshakabl e

f oundati on."

| dismssed the Ravens to their well-earned rest, and then summobned Scat ha and Goewyn to the hail
where | infornmed them
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that the thief responsible for killing Cynfarch, stealing the stones, and setting fire to the caer
had been captured. "It is Paladyr," | said.

Goewyn allowed a small gasp to escape her |ips; Scatha's face hardened and her manner grew
brittle. "Were is he?"
"He had the Singing Stones with him There is no doubt he is

guilty."
"Where is he?" she asked again, each word a shard of frozen hate.
"W have | ocked himin a storehouse on the shore,” | answered.

"He will be guarded day and night until we have decided what is to

be done with him"

She turned at once. "Scatha, wait!" | called after her, but she would not be deterred.

When | caught up with her again, Scatha was standing outside the storehouse, railing at the guards
to open the door and let her go in. They were relieved to see ne approach

"Come away, Pen-y-Cat," | said. "You can do nothing here."

She turned on nme. "He killed ny daughters! The bl ood debt mnust be paid!" She neant to collect that
debt then and there.

"He will not escape again," | soothed. "Let it be this way for now, Pen-y-Cat. | have sent word to
Cynan, and we will hold court as soon as he returns.”

"l want to see the animal who killed ny daughters,” she insisted. "I want to see his face."

"You shall see him" | prom sed. "Soon- -wait but a little. Please, Scatha, listen to ne. W can

do nothing until Cynan returns."

"I will see him" The pleading in her voice was nore forceful than

my own m sgi Vi ngs.

"Very well." | gestured to the guards to open the door. "Bring himout."

Pal adyr shanbled into the light. H s hands were bound and chai ns had been placed on his feet. He
appeared slightly I ess insolent than before, and gazed at us warily.

Quick as the flick of a cat's tail, Scatha's knife was out and at Pal adyr's throat. "Nothing woul d
give nme greater pleasure than to gut you like a pig," she said, drawing the knife across the skin
of his
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throat. Atiny red |line appeared behind the noving knifepoint.

Pal adyr stiffened, but uttered no sound.

"Scatha! No!" | said, pulling her away. "You have seen him now let it be."
Pal adyr's mouth twitched into a faintly nocking smle. Scatha saw the smirk on his face, drew
herself up and spat full in his face.

Anger flared instantly, and I thought he would strike her, but the
one-time chanpion caught hinself. Trenbling with rage, he
swal | owed hard and gl ared murderously at her

"Take himaway," | ordered the guards and, turning back to Scatha, | watched her wal k away, head
hi gh, eyes brinmming with unshed tears.
Upon Cynan's return a few days later, | convened the first ilys of my reign; to judge the

murderer. Meting out judgnent was the main work of a king's iiys, and if anyone stood in need of
judgrment it was Pal adyr. The verdict was a forgone concl usion: death.

My chair was established at the head, or west end, of the hall

Wearing Meidryn Maw's torc and the Great King's oak-leaf crown, | stepped to the chair and sat
down: CGoewyn and Tegid took their places-my queen standing beside nme, her hand resting on ny left
shoul der, and ny Chief Bard at ny right hand.

When everyone had assenbl ed, the carynx sounded and the Penderwydd of Al bion stepped forward.
Placing a fold of his cloak over his head, he raised his staff and held it | engthw se above him
"Peopl e of Dinas Dw," he said boldly, "heed the voice of w sdonml This day your king sits in
judgrment. Hs word is law, and his lawis justice. Hear me now. there is no other justice but the
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word of the king."

Wth three resoundi ng cracks of his staff on the stone at ny feet, Tegid returned to his place
beside ne. "Bring the prisoner!"” he call ed.

The crowd parted and six warriors |ed Paladyr forward. But if his captivity had cowed himeven in
the slightest, he did not showit.

Prydai n's one-tine chanpi on appeared as haughty as ever, sniling

smugly to hinmsel f, his head high and his eye unflinching. Clearly, he had |ost none of his
insolence in captivity. He stalked to the foot of nmy throne and stood there with his feet apart,
and a smrk on his face.
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When Bran saw how brazenly his prisoner regarded ne, the Raven Chief forced Pal adyr to kneel
deal i ng himseveral sharp bl ows behind the knees with the butt of his spear. Not that this altered
the prisoner's deneanor appreciably; he still regarded ne with a strange di sdai nful expression-the
condemmed man's way of displaying courage, | thought

The hall was deathly silent. Every nman and wonan present knew what Pal adyr had done, and nore than
a few burned to see the bl ood-debt settled. Tegid regarded the prisoner coolly, gripping his staff
as a warrior would a spear. "This is the court of Liew Silver Hand, Aird Ri gh of Al bion," he said,
his voice a lash of authority. "This day you will receive the justice you have |ong el uded."

At Tegid' s nmention of the High Kingship, Paladyr's eyes flicked fromTegid to ne. He seened
somewhat taken aback by that, and it produced the first hint of anything approaching fear | had
ever seen in Prydain's former chanpion. Or was it sonething el se?

The Chief Bard, acting as ny voice, continued, grave and stern. "Wo brings grievance against this
man?"

Several wonen-the nmothers of suffocated infants-cried out at once, and others-the wi ves of the
dead warriors-added their voices to the chorus. "Mirderer!" they screaned. "I accuse hinm He
killed ny child!" some said, and others, "He killed ny husband!"

Tegid allowed the outcry to continue for a time, and then called for silence. "W have heard your
accusation," he said. "W else brings grievance agai nst this nan?"

Scat ha, cold and sharp as the blade at her side, stepped forward. "For the nurder of ny daughter

Gnenl lian, Banfaith of Ynys Sci, | do accuse him And for his part in the nurder of ny daughter
Govan, Gwddon of Ynys Sci, | do accuse him" These words were spoken with icy clarity and great
dignity; | realized she had rehearsed themcountless times in anticipation of this day.

Bran Bresal spoke next, taking his place beside Scatha. "For stealing the Treasure of Al bion, and
killing the men who guarded that treasure, | do accuse him"

St eppi ng forward, Cynan shouted, "For starting the fire that took
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my father's life and the lives of innocent nen, women, and children,

do accuse him"

His voice cut |ike a swordstroke through an atnmosphere grown

dense with pent-up rage, and his words brought another outburst, which Tegid patiently allowed to
play itself out. Then he asked for silence again. "W have heard your accusations. For the third
and last tine, who brings grievance against this man?"

When no one el se made bold to answer, | stood. | did not know if
it was proper for me to speak in this way, nor did | care. | had a grievance that went back
further than any of the others and | wanted it heard. "I also bring grievance against this man," |

said, pointing ny finger in Paladyr's face. "It is ny belief that you, with the help of others now
dead, sought out and nurdered the Phantarch, thereby bringing about the destruction of Prydain."
This revel ation sent a dark nurnur coursing through the tight-

pressed crowd. "However," | continued, "as | possess no proof of your part in this unthinkable
crime, | cannot bring accusation against you." Raising ny silver hand, | pointed nmy finger
directly at him "But with my own eyes | saw you nmurder Meldryn Maw, who hel d the kingship before
me. While pretending repentance you took the Great King's life. For this act of treachery and
murder, | do accuse you."

| sat down. Tegid raised and lowered his staff three tinmes slowy.

"W have heard grievous accusations agai nst you, Pal adyr. W have heard how by your hand you

mur dered your king, Meidryn Maw .

We have heard how by your hand you nurdered Gaenllian, Banfaith of Ynys Sci, and violated the

anci ent geas of protection which was the right of all who sheltered in that realm

"You contrived to steal the Treasure of Albion, using flames to conceal your crinme-flanes which
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took the lives of a score of men, wonen, and infant children. In order to obtain the treasure, you
did strike down the warriors pledged to guard it, and by stealth did you renove the treasure from
D nas Dw."

The Chief Bard continued, slashing like a whip, his voice ringing in the rooftrees. "Ever and
agai n you have betrayed your people and repaid loyalty with treachery; you have practised treason
agai nst the
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one you were sworn to protect with your life. You sought gain

t hrough deception in the service of a false king; you sold your honor

for prom ses of wealth and rank, and squandered your strength in evil. By reason of these acts
your name has beconme a curse in the

mout hs of nen."

No one noved; not a sound was heard when he had finished. The

peopl e stood as if stunned into silence by the enornity of Paladyr's

crimes. For his part, however, the prisoner seened vaguely contrite but not overly concerned by
his predicament. He nerely stared with

downcast eyes-as if contenplating the patch of floor between him

and ny throne. | inagine he had |ong ago cone to ternms with the

ri sks of his wrongdoi ng.

"For these crinmes, no less than for the crines you pursued in the service of the Geat Hound

Mel dron, you are condemmed,"” Tegid declared. "Do you have anything to say before you hear the

j udgrment of your ki ng?"

Pal adyr remrai ned unnoved, and | thought he woul d not speak.

But he slowy raised his head and | ooked Tegid square in the eye. Arrogant to the end, he said, "I
have heard your words, bard. You condemm ne and that is your right. | do not deny it."

H s eyes flicked to me then, and | felt nmy stomach tighten in apprehension. Looking directly at
me, Pal adyr said, "But now you tell me that | amin the presence of the Hi gh King of Al bion. If
that is so, let us prove the kingship he boasts. Hear ne now. | nake the claimof naud.”

The words hung in the silence of the hall for a nonent. Tegid' s face went white. Everyone el se
stared at the kneeling Paladyr in nute and sonewhat dazed astonishnment. Unwilling to believe what
we had all heard quite plainly, Tegid said, "You claimnaud?"

Enmbol dened by the effect of his claim Paladyr rose to his feet. "I stand condemed before the
king. Therefore, | do make the claimof naud for ny crines. Gant it if you will."
"No!" soneone shouted. | |ooked and saw Scat ha, swayi ng on her feet as one wounded by the thrust

of a spear. She shouted again, and Bran, beside her, put his arns around her-whether to confort or
to
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keep her from attacking Pal adyr, | could not say. "No! It will not be!" she screaned, her face
contorted wth rage.

"No. . ." npaned Goewyn softly. Lips trenbling, eyes blinking back tears, she turned her face
awnay.

Cynan, fists clenched, fought forward, straining |like a bull

Drustwn, Niall and Garanaw threw their arns around himand kept himfromthe prisoner's neck
Behi nd them the crowd surged forward dangerously, calling for Paladyr's death.

Stern and forbidding, Tegid shouted themdown. "Silence!" he cried. "There will be silence before
the throne!" The Ravens took it in hand to hold back the crowd, and in a nonent the crisis passed.
Havi ng restored a senbl ance of order, the Chief Bard turned to me, visibly upset. He bent lowin
consul tati on.

"I will refuse him" 1 said.

"You cannot," he said; though stunned and heartsick, he was thinking nore clearly than I.

"I do not care. | will not allow himto walk away fromthis."

"You nust," he said sinply. "You have no choice."

"But why?" | blurted in frustration. "I do not understand, Tegid.

There nust be sonmething we can do."

He shook his head gravely. "There is nothing to be done. Pal adyr has nade the clai mof naud, and
you nust grant it," he explained, "or the Sovereignty of Albion will belong to a treasonous

mur derer . "

What Tegid said was true, practically speaking. The claimof naud was partly an appeal for

cl enency-1like throwi ng oneself on the nercy of the court. But there was nore to it than that, for
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it went beyond justice, it transcended right and wong and went straight to the heart of
sovereignty itself.

In making the claim the guilty nman not only invoked the king's nercy, he effectively shifted
responsibility for the crime to the king hinself. The king had a choice, of course-he could grant
it, or he could refuse. If he granted the claim the crinme was expunged: the punishnment that

justice demanded, justice itself would fulfill. Naturally, only the king could reconcile hinself
to hinself.

If the king refused the claim however, the guilty man woul d
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have to face the punishnment justice decreed. A sinple enough choice, one would think, but in
refusing to grant naud, the king effectively declared hinmself inferior to the crimnal. No king
worthy of the name would |l ower hinmself in that way, nor allow his kingship to be so disgraced.
Viewed fromthe proper angle, this backwards |ogic becomes curiously lucid. In Albion, justice is
not an abstract concept dealing with the puni shnent of crime. To the people of Al bion, justice
wears a human face. If the king's word is lawto all who shelter beneath his protection, then the
king hinself becones justice for his people. The king is justice incarnate.

This personal feature of justice nmeans that the guilty man can nake a claimon the king which he
has no right to nake: naud. And once having made the claimit is up to the king, in his role as
justice, to denonstrate his integrity. Justice, then, is limted only by the king's character-that
is, justice is limted only by the king' s personal conception of hinmself as king.

Thus, the claimof naud swi ngs on this question: how great is the king?

Pal adyr had rightly divined the question, and had determined to put it to the test. If | refused
his claim it would be tantanmount to adnmitting that ny sovereignty was restricted in its breadth
and power. VWat is nore, all nmen would know the precise linmts of my authority.

If, on the other hand, | granted Pal adyr his claimof naud, | would show nmyself greater than his
crimes. For if ny sovereignty could extend beyond even Pal adyr's offences, then | must be a very
great king indeed. As Aird Righ, ny kingly power and authority would be deenmed well-nigh infinite.
Oh, but it was a very hard thing. In essence, | had been asked to absorb the crine into nyself.
lii did that, a guilty man would wal k free.

Tegid was frowning, glaring into ny face as if | were the cause of

his irritation. "Well, Silver Hand? What is your answer?"

| |l ooked at Pal adyr. Hi s crines screamed for punishment.

Certainly, no man ever deserved death nore.
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"I will grant himnaud," | said, feeling as if | had been kicked in
the gut. "But," | added quickly, "am1l allowed to set conditions?"

"You may establish provisions for the protection of your people,”
my bard cautioned. "Nothing nore.”

"Very well, let us send himto sone place where he cannot harm anyone again. |Is there such a

pl ace?"

Tegid's grey eyes narrowed in sly approval. "Tir Aflan," he said.

"The Foul Land? Where is that?" In all my time in Albion, | had rarely heard nmention of the place.
"In the east, across the sea," he explained. "To one born in Albion it is a joyless, desolate
place.” Tegid allowed hinself a grimsnile. "It may be that Paladyr will w sh hinmself dead.”

"So be it. That is nmy judgnent: banish himto Tir Allan, and nmay he rot there in msery."

Tegid strai ghtened and turned to address Pal adyr. He raised his staff and brought it down with a
crack. "Hear the judgment of the king," he intoned. "You have made the claimof naud and your
claimis granted.”

This decl aration caused an instant sensation. Shouts filled the hall; sone cried aloud at the
decision, others wept silently. Tegid raised his staff and demanded for silence before conti nuing.
"It is the king's judgnent that, for the protection of A bion's people, you are bani shed from al

| ands under his authority."

Pal adyr's expression hardened. Likely, he had not foreseen this developrment. | could see him
wor ki ng through the inplications in his nmnd. He drew hinself up and denmanded, "If all lands lie
under your authority, Geat King," the words were nockery in his nouth, "where amlto go?"

A good question, which showed Pal adyr was paying attention. If | was the Hi gh King, all of Al bion
was under ny authority. Cearly, there was no place on the Island of the Mghty, or any of its
sister isles, where he could go. But Tegid was ready with the answer.

"To Tir Aflan you will go," he replied bluntly. "And wherever you find men to receive you, there

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20Lawhead%20-%20Son...0Albion%203%20-%20The%20Endless%20Knot.txt (32 of 174) [2/17/2004 11:30:10 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620L awhead%620-%20Song%200f%20A | bion%203%20-%20T he%20End| ess%20K not. txt

you wi || abide. Know you this:
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fromthe day you set foot in Tir Aflan it is death to you to return to A bion."

Pal adyr accepted his fate with icy dignity. He said nothing nore, and was escorted fromthe hai

by Bran and the Ravens. Tegid declared the Ilys concluded. And the people began filing grimy from
the hall, shattered, their hearts broken
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The Cyl chedd

At dawn the next norning, the Ravens and sone of the warband | eft

Dinas Dmw to escort Pal adyr to the eastern coast where he woul d be

shi pped across Mdor 3 as and set free on the blasted shore of Tir Allan

Cynan, bitter and angry, left a short while later to return to Dun

Cruach. In all, it was a mserable parting.

Over the next days, work on the fire-danaged caer progressed.

New ti mber was cut and hauled fromthe ridge forest to the | akeshore where it was trimmred and
shaped to use for rooftrees and walls. Reeds for thatch were cut in quantity and spread on the
rocks to dry.

The burnt tinber was renoved and the ground prepared for new dwellings and storehouses; quantities
of ash were transported across

the | ake and spread on the fields. | would have been happy to see this work to its conpletion-- -
the sight of the fire-blackened rubble ached in ne Iike a wound, and the sooner Di nas Dwm was
restored, the sooner the pain would cease. But Tegid had other ideas.

At supper one night after the Ravens had returned from di sposi ng of Pal adyr, Tegid rose and stood
before the hearth. Those | ooki ng on

assuned he nmeant to sing, and so began calling out the nanes of songs

they would hear. "The Children of Llyr!" clanored sone. "Rhydderch's

Red Stallion!" shouted soneone else, to general acclaim "G uagach's

Revenge! " anot her suggested, but was shouted down.
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Tegid sinmply shook his head and announced that he could not sing tonight or any other night.
"Why?" everyone wanted to know. "Howis it that you cannot sing?"

The wily bard answered, "How can | think of singing when the Three Fair Real ns of Al bion stand
apart one fromanother with no king to establish harnony between their separate tribes?"

Leaning cl ose to Goewn, | said, "I snell a ruse."

Turning to ne, Tegid declared that as Aird Righ it nmust certainly be forenpst anong my thoughts to
ride the circuit of nmy lands and establish ny rule in the kingdom -

"To be sure,” | replied lightly, "ny thoughts would have arrived there sooner or later."” To
Goewyn, | whispered, "Here it comes."”

"And since you are H gh King," he announced, brandishing his staff with a flourish, "you wll
extend the glory of your reign to all who shelter beneath your Silver Hand. Therefore, the

Cyl chedd you contenplate will include all lands in the Three Fair Realnms so that Cal edon, Prydain
and Ll ogres will be brought under your sovereign authority. For all nust own you king, and you
must receive the honor and tribute of the Island of the Mghty."

Thi s speech was delivered to a | argely unsuspecting throng and so took them by surprise. It took
me sonewhat unawares as well, but as he spoke | began to see the |ogic behind Tegid s highflown
formality. Such an inportant undertaki ng demanded a certain cerenony. And the people of Dinas Dw
pronptly understood the significance of Tegid s address.

It was not the first time the Chief Bard had used the title Aird

Ri gh, of course. However, it was one thing to speak the words here in

Di nas Dw anong ny own people, but quite another actively to

proclaimthis assertion in the world beyond the protecting ridge of

Dr ui m Vr an.

Whi spers hissed through the crowd: "Aird Righ! Llew Silver Hand is the H gh King!" they said. "D d
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you hear? The Chief Bard has proclained himAird R gh!"

There was a solid reason behind Tegid' s proclamation: he was
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anxi ous to establish the Sovereignty of Albion beyond all doubt A worthy venture, it seened to ne.
Al'l the sanme, | wi shed he had warned ne. Strictly speaking, | did not share Tegid' s enthusiasm for
the Hi gh Kingshi p-which is, no doubt, why he chose to announce the Cyl chedd the way he did.

What ever ny nisgivings, Bran and the Raven Flight, and the rest of the warband, supported Tegid
and fairly thundered their endorsenment. They banged their cups and sl apped the board with their
hands; they rai sed such an uproar that it was sone tine before Tegid could continue.

The Penderwydd stood there smiling a suprenely self-satisfied smle, watching the commpti on he had
caused. | felt the touch of a cool hand on ny neck and gl anced up. Goewyn had conme to stand beside
me. "It is no less than your right," she said, her breath warmin ny ear.

When the furore had subsi ded sonewhat, Tegid continued, explaining that the circuit would begin in
Dinas Dw as | held court anmong ny own people. And then, when all the proper preparations had been

made, | would ride forth on a | engthy tour of Al bion

Tegid had a lot nore to say, and said it well. Ilistened with half an ear, wondering if, as he
clained, the circuit would actually take a year and a day-an estinate | took to be nore a poetic
approxi mati on than an actual calculation. Be that as it may, | knew it would not be acconplished
qui ckly or easily, and I found nyself working out the details even as Tegid spoke.

"Listen, bard," | said as soon as we were alone together, "I amall for riding the Cyl chedd, but

you m ght have told ne you were going to announce it."

Tegid drew hinself up. "Are you di spl eased?"

"Ch, sit down, Tegid. | amnot angry. | just want to know. Wiy did you do it?"

He rel axed and sat down. W were together in my hut; since the wedding Goewyn and | preferred the
privacy of the one~roomhut to the busy bedl am of the hail

"Your kingship nust be decl ared before the people,” he said
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sinply. "Wen a new king takes the throne it is customary to nmake a Cyl chedd of his |ands. Al so,
as Aird Righ, it is necessary to obtain the fealty of other kings and their people in addition to
that of your own chieftains and cl ansnen."

"I understand. How soon will we | eave Di nas Dw?"

"As soon as adequate preparation can be made."

"How I ong will that take? A couple of days? Three or four?"

"Not |onger." He paused, regarding nme eagerly. "It will be a wonderful thing, brother. W will
establish the honor of your name and increase your renown throughout all Al bion."

"Has it occurred to you that sone of Meldron's nongrel horde may yet ride free? They night

di sagree with you."

"All the nore reason for the Cylchedd to be made at once. Any who still |ack proper understandi ng
nmust be convinced. W shall travel with a warband."
"And will it really take all year? | amnewy married, Tegid, and | had hoped to stay close to

home for a while."

"But Goewyn will acconpany you," he said quickly, "and anyone

el se you choose. Indeed, the larger the procession, the greater your

esteemin the eyes of the people.™

I could see that Tegid considered the circuit a great show of ponp and power. "This is going to be
a huge undertaking," | nused.

"I ndeed!" he declared proudly. "It will be Ilike nothing seen in Albion since the tinme of Deorthach
Varvawc." | saw that this meant nore to himthan he let on. Well, | thought, let himhave his way.
After all he had been through with Meidron, he had earned it. Maybe we both had.

"Deort hach Varvawc," | remarked, "now who could forget a nanme |ike that?"

The preparations went forward with all haste. Four days later | was |ooking at a veritable train
of wagons, chariots and horses. It appeared that the entire popul ation of Dinas Dw planned to

make the journey with us. Enough woul d stay behind, | hoped, to |ook after the fields and proceed
with the restoration of the crannog. Al
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wel | and good to go wandering all over Albion, but there were crops to be gathered and herds to be
mai nt ai ned, and soneone had to do it.
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In the end, it was agreed that Cal bha would remain in Dinas Dw while we were gone. Meidron had
destroyed the Cruin king's stronghold at Blir Cadlys, so gathering enough supplies, tools and
provi sions to begin rebuilding woul d occupy Cal bha a good while yet. Thus, he becane the |ogica
choice to stay behind. Mich as he would have |iked to acconpany us, he agreed that tinme was best
spent | ooking after the affairs of his people.

And, as there were young warriors to train, Scatha elected to stay behind with her school. Three
Ravens woul d stay with her to aid the training of the young, and enough warriors to protect Dinas
Dwr .

The day before we were due to set off, Tegid sumoned the people to the hall. Wen all had
gathered, | took the throne and, | ooking out upon the faces of all those gazing expectantly at ne,
| felt-not for the first tine-the i mense weight of duty settling upon ne. This would have been
daunting if |I had not sensed an equally great strength of tradition hel ping to shoul der the
burden. 1 could bear the weight, because others had borne it before ne and their |egacy lived on
inthe spirit of sovereignty itself.

It came to me as | sat there on ny antlered throne that | could be a king, even a H gh King, not
because | knew anyt hi ng about being a king-nuch | ess because | was sonmehow nore worthy than anyone
el se-but because the people believed in ny kingship. That is to say, the people believed in
sovereignty and were willing, for the sake of that belief, to extend their conviction to ne.

It nmight be that the Chief Bard held the power to confer or withhold kingship, but that power
derived fromthe people. "A king is a king," Tegid was fond of saying, "but a bard is the heart
and soul of the people; he is their life in song, and the | anmp which guides their steps along the
paths of destiny. A bard is the essential spirit of the clan; he is the linking ring, the golden
cord which unites the manifold ages of the clan, binding all that is past with all that is yet to
cone. "
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At last, | began to grasp the fundamental fact of Al bion. | understood, too, Sinmpn's deadly
design: in attacking sovereignty, he had struck at the very heart of Al bion. Had he succeeded in
killing kingship at the root, Al bion would have ceased to exist.

"Tormorrow, " the Chief Bard announced, "Liew Silver Hand will |eave Dinas Dm to make Cyl chedd of

his | ands and receive the homage of his brother kings and the tribes of the Three Fair Real ns.

Bef ore he gains the esteem of others, however, it is fitting for his own people to pledge faith
with himand honor him"

Tegid raised his staff and thunped it on the floor three tines. He called for all chieftains-be
they kings, noblenmen, or warriors-to pay homage to ne, and to swear oaths of fealty which he spoke
to them | had only to receive their pledges and grant them protection of ny reign. As each
chieftain finished reciting the oath, he knelt before ne and placed his head agai nst nmy chest in a
gesture of submi ssion and | ove.

One by one, beginning with Bran Bresal, they came before ne:

Al un, Garanaw, Enyr, Drustwn, Niall, Calbha, Scatha, Cynan. These were followed by several of
those who had cone to Dinas Dwm during Meldron's depredations, and lastly by those who had
surrendered at Meidron's defeat. To receive the honor of such nen touched ne deeply. Their oaths
bound themto nme and, no | ess securely, bound ne to them

When the cerenony was finished, | was nore than ever a king- and nore than eager to see Al bion
once nore.

We crossed Druim Vran just as the sun was rising behind the encircling hills. As we started down
the ridge trail, | paused to | ook back along the line to see that the | ast of the wagons had yet
to |l eave the | akeside.

If, as Tegid suggested, the size of an entourage could increase a king's esteem then nine was
mul tiplied a hundredfold at |east. Altogether there were sixteen wagons with supplies and
provisions, including |ivestock-a |arder on the hoof-and extra horses for the hundred or so men
and wonen attendi ng us as cooks, canp hands,
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warriors, nmessengers, hunters and stocknen. Leading the caval cade were nmy Chief Raven, Bran
Bresal, Enyr Lydaw bearing the great battle carynx, and Alun Tringad, astride high-stepping
horses. Next came the Penderwdd of Al bion attended by his Mbinogi and, behind them Goewyfl, on
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a pal e yellow horse, and nyself on a roan. Followi ng US were the warband, and behind themthe
wagons in a long, long rolling file.

The vall ey below flooded with light, glowing |like an enerald, and ny heart soared at the prospect
of travelling through this extraordinary |land-the nore so with Goewn by ny side and the

fell owship of am able conpanions. | had forgotten how fair Al bion could be. Ablaze with col or and
light the rich greens of the tree-filled glens and the delicate nottled verdure of the high noors,
the dazzling blue of the sunwashed sky, the subtle greys of stone and the deep browns of the
earth, the sparkling silver of water, the shimering gold of sunlight.

I had ranged far through the land on ny various forays, and still it held the power to astonish. A
glinpse of white birches stark agai nst a background of glossy green holly, or the sight of blue

cl oudshadow gl i di ng down distant hillsides could | eave ne gasping with wonder. Marvellous it was-
all the nmore so since Al bion had endured the ravages of fire and drought and unending winter. The
I and had suffered through the desolation of Lord Nudd and his denon horde, and the depredations of
the Geat Hound Meldron. Yet it appeared reborn.

There nust have been some unseen agent toiling away to bring about a continual renew ng of the

|l and, for there was no trace of desol ati on anywhere, no lingering scars, no visible ren nders of
the tortures so recently endured. Perhaps its splendors were constantly restored, or perhaps

Al bi on was sonmehow created anew with each dawn. For it seened that every tree, hill, stream and
stone had just burst into existence fromsheer creative exuberance.

After two days of this | was a nan enraptured with existence---not only ny own, but the entire

uni verse as well. My enchantnment extended to the noon and stars and the dark void beyond. Had

been
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a bard, | would have sung nyself dizzy.

As we travelled further, |I grew, slowy but surely, nore sensitive to the beauty of the |and
around ne. | began to sense a nmonentous glory radiating fromevery formthat nmet ny eye-every linb

and | eaf, every blade of grass ablaze with unutterable grandeur and majesty. And it seened to ne
that the world | saw before ne was nerely the outward mani festation of a vastly powerful, deeply

fundanmental reality that existed just out of sight. | mght not discern this veiled reality
directly, but | could perceive its effects. Everything it touched it set vibrating like a string
on Tegid's harp. | thought that if | |listened very hard I might hear the humof this celestia

vi bration. Sonetines | imagined that | did hear it-like the echo of a song which |ingered just
beyond the threshold of hearing. | could not hear the nel ody, only the echo.

The reason for this delight was, partly, Goewyn. | was so enraptured by her that even Nudd's

hostage pit woul d have seened |ike paradise if she were there. As we travelled through the revived
spl endor of Albion | began to realize that I now viewed the world through different eyes. No
| onger a sojourner, a trespassing transient nmerely visiting a world that was not ny hone,

bel onged; Al bion was ny home now. |ndeed, | had taken an Gt herworld wormman for nmy wife. So far from
being a stranger, I was now a king. | was the Aird Righ. W belonged in Albion if not the High
Ki ng?

The king and the |and were connected in an intimte and nysterious way. Not in sone abstract

phi | osophi cal way, but actually, physically. The relationship of the king to the |and was that of
man to wife-the people of Albion even spoke of it as a narriage. And now that | was married
mysel f, | was beginning to understand-no, to feel it the concept was still well beyond ny
conprehension, but | could discern wisdomtaking shape in ny flesh and bones. | could sense an
ancient, primal truth | could not yet put into words.

Thus, the Cylchedd began to take on the quality of a pilgrinage, a journey of imrense spiritua

significance. | night not apprehend the full neaning of the pilgrimge, less still its nore
delicate
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inmplications; but I could feel, like gravity, its irresistible, inexorable, inescapable power. |
did not find this in any way burdensone; all the sane, like a soul clothed in flesh, | knew that

woul d never nove without it again

By day we journeyed through a | andscape nmade subline by the light of a fulgent sun, inparting an
al rost | um nous splendor to all it touched, creating shimering horizons and shining vistas on
every side. By night we canped under an enornmous skybow bursting with stars, and went to our rest
with the bl essed sound of harpsong in our ears.

in this way we reached our first destination: Gwnder Gwdd, clan seat of the Ffotlae in Llogres.
As it happened, there were Ffotlae with us, and they were eager to di scover whether their kinsnen
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still survived.

We established canp on a neadow near a standing stone called Carwden, the Crooked Man, which the
Ffotl ae used as a neeting place. There was a lively brook running through the neadow whi ch was
surrounded by woodl ands of young trees. As soon as the tents were erected, Tegid sent the Raven
Flight out as nessengers into the region and we settled back to wait.

Meanwhi | e, we had brought ny stag-antler chair with us, and Tegid directed that a snmall nound be
rai sed before the Carwden stone and the chair placed on the nound. The next norning, follow ng
Tegid's counsel, Goewyn and | dressed in our best clothing--~~ for Goewn a white shift with

Mei dryn Mawr's gol den fishscale belt | had given her, and a skyblue cloak; for nme, a cloak of red
edged with gold over a green siarc, and blue breecs. | wore a belt of huge gold discs, an enornous
gol d brooch, and ny gold torc. Goewyn had to help nme with the brooch----1 had grown accustoned to
managi ng without a right hand, but | was still unused to ny silver hand.

Goewyn fastened the brooch for me, then stepped quickly away again to appraise ne with a critical
eye. She did not like the way | had fol ded the cloak, so she deftly adjusted it. "Everything in

pl ace?" | asked.
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"I'f I had known you were going to nmake such a handsome king, | would have married you |ong ago,"
she replied, slipping her arns around ny neck and kissing ne. | felt the warnth of her body and
was suddenly hungry for her. | pulled her nore tightly to ne... and the carynx sounded.

"Tegid' s timng is inpeccable,” | nurnured.

"The day is yet young, ny love," she whispered, then straightened. "But now your people are
arriving. You nust prepare to greet them"™

We stepped fromthe tent to see a fair-sized throng advanci ng across the nmeadow to the Carwden
stone. The people of Gwnder Gwdd and surroundi ng settlements had gat hered-si xty men and wonen,
the remmant of four or five tribes. The Ffotlae anong us were overjoyed to see their kinsnen
again, and wel comed themw th such cheering and crying that it was sone time before the Ilys could
begin. Then Tegid commanded Enyr to sound the carynx once nmore. The bellow of the battl ehorn
signall ed the begi nning of the court; Goewn and | wal ked to the nound and took our places: nyself
on the throne, and she beside it where she woul d be npbst conspi cuous. Tegid wanted themto
recogni ze and honor their queen

The peopl e of Gwnder Gwdd, eager to cast their eyes on this wonder of a new king-and his

ravi shi ng queen-crowded cl ose to the mound for a good view. This gave me a chance to observe them

as well. Plainly, they had suffered. Sone were mmi ned, many were scarred from beatings or torture,
and despite the renewing of the land all were still gaunt fromnisery and | ack of food. They had
cone dressed in their best clothes, and these were but well-laundered tatters, for the nost part.

Mel dron had exacted a heavy price for his kingship, and they had been nmade to pay it.

The Chief Bard opened the proceedings in the usual way, proclainng to one and all the remarkable
thing which had come to pass. A new High King had arisen in Al bion, and now was naking a Cyl chedd
of the realmto establish his rule... and so on

The Ffotlae wore the hopeful, if not entirely convinced, expressions of people who had grown used
to being cheated and |ied
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to at every turn. They were respectful, and appeared willing to believe, but the nere sight of ne
did not altogether reassure. Very well, | would have to win their trust.

So, when Tegid finished, | stood. "My people,” | said, "I welcone you." | raised nmy hands; the sun
caught the silver and flashed |like white fire. This caused a great sensation and everyone gaped

wi de-eyed at ny silver hand. | held it before themand flexed the fingers; to nmy surprise, they

all fell on their faces and hugged the ground.

"What is this?" | whispered to Tegid, who had joined me on the nound.

"They fear your hand, | think," he replied.

"Wel |, do sonething, Tegid. Tell them | bring them peace and goodwi | | -you know what to say. Make

t hem under st and. "

"I will tell them" Tegid replied sagely. "But only you can nmake t hem understand."

The Chief Bard raised his staff and told the frightened gathering what a fine thing it was rightly
to revere the king and pay himheartfelt respect. He told them how pleased | was to receive their
gift of homage, and how, now t hat Mel dron had been defeated, they had nothing to fear, for the new
ki ng was no ranpagi ng tyrant.

"Gve thema cow," | whispered, when he concluded. "Two cows. And a bull."

Tegid raised his eyebrows. "It is for you to receive their gifts."
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"Their gifts? Look at them they have nothing."

"It is their place to-"

"Two cows and a bull, Tegid. | nmean it."

The bard notioned Alun to himand spoke sone words into his ear. Al un nodded and hurried away, and
Tegid turned to the people, telling themto rise. The king knew of their hardship in the Day of
Strife, he said, and had brought thema gift as a token of his friendship and a synbol of the
prosperity they woul d henceforth enjoy.

Al un approached then with the cattle. "These kine are given fromthe Aird Righ's owm herd for the
upbui | di ng of your stock." Then he asked for their chief to take possession of the cattle on

95

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

behal f of the tri be.

Thi s provoked sonme consternation anong the Ffotlae; for, as one of the clansnmen with us quickly
expl ai ned, "Qur lord was killed, and our chieftain went to serve Ml dron."

"l see." | turned back to Tegid. "It seems we nust give thema chief as well."

"That is easily done," the bard replied. Raising his staff, he stood before the people and said
that it was the High King's good pleasure to give thema new lord to be their chief and to | ook
after them "Wo anbng you is worthy to becone the lord of the Ffotlae?" he asked. There foll owed
a brief deliberation in which various opinions were expressed, but one nane eventually won out,
apparently to everyone's satisfaction. "Uddas!" they clanored. "Let Urddas be our chief."

Tegid | ooked to nme to approve the choice. "Very well," | said, "have Urddas step forward. Let us
have a | ook at him™

"Urddas," Tegid called. "Conme and stand before your king."

At this the crowd parted and a thin, dark-haired woman approached the mound. She regarded us with

deep, sardonic eyes, a |look of defiance on her |ean, expressive face. "Tegid," | said under ny
breath, "I think Urddas is a woman."

"Possibly," he replied in a whisper

"l am Urddas," she said, renoving any doubt. | glanced at Goewyn, who was obvi ously enjoying our
nmonent ary conf usi on.

"Hail, Urddas, and welconme," Tegid offered nicely. "Your people have named you chieftain over
them WII you receive the respect of your clan?"

"That | will," the woman replied-three words, but spoken with such authority that | knew the
Ffotlae had chosen well. "Nor will it be to ne an unaccustomed honor," she added, "for | have been

| eading ny clan since their lord, ny husband, was killed by Mor CG~. If | am ackRow edged in this
way, it is no less than ny right."

Her speech had an edge and why not? the clan had been through hell, after all-but it was not
rancor or pride that nade her speak so. | think she sinmply wanted us to know how t hings were with
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them No doubt she found blunt precision nore suited to her purpose than affable anbiguity. It
could not have been easy ruling a clan under Meldron's cruel regine.

"Here, then, is your king," Tegid told her, and asked, "WI| you acknow edge his sovereignty,

pl edge himfealty, and pay himthe tribute due hinP"

Urddas did not answer at once-I believe | would have been disappointed if she had. But she cast
her cool, ironic eyes over ne as if she were being asked to estimate my worth. Then, stil

undeci ded, she glanced across at the cattle |I had bestowed upon the cl an

"I will own himking," the wonan replied, turning back. But | noticed she was | ooking at Goewyn as
she answered-as if whatever |ack she saw in me was nore than made up by ny queen. Presumably, if |
could woo and win a worman of Goewyn's distinction, then perhaps there was nore to nme than first
met her dubi ous eye.

Tegid admini stered the oath of fealty then, and when it was conpl eted, the woman cane to ne, knelt
before ne and hel d her head agai nst nmy breast. \Wen she rose once nore, it was to the accl ai m of

the Ffotlae. She ordered sone of the younger nen to take the cows and bull-lest |I change ny m nd.
"Urddas," | said as she nmade to return to her place. "I would hear fromyou how you have fared
through this ill-favored tine. Stay after the iiys is conpleted and we will share a bow between
us-unl ess sonet hing el se would pl ease you nore."

"A bow with the Aird Righ would please ne well," she replied forthrightly. Only then did | see

her smle. The color cane back to her face, and her head lifted a little higher

"That was well done," Goewyn said softly, stroking ne lightly on the back of the neck
"Smal | confort for the loss of a husband,” | said, "but it is sonmething at least."

There were several lengthy matters to arbitrate-nostly arising fromthe troubles that had
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mul tiplied under Meldron. These were
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prudently dealt with, whereupon Tegid concluded the Ilys and, after |eading the conbined tribes in
a sinple oath of fealty, declared clan Ffotlae under the protection of the Aird Righ. To

i naugurate this new accord, we hosted themat a feast and the next day sent them back to Gwnder
Gwdd | oudly praising the new ki ng.

This was to becone the pattern for the rest of the circuit through Liogres. Sadly, some previously
wel | -popul ated districts or can trefs were now uni nhabited, either abandoned or destroyed. Qur
messengers rode far and wide, to the caers and strongholds and to the hidden places in the |and.
And at each place where we found survivors-at Traeth Eur, G lgwi, Aber Archan, dyfar Cnil
Ardudwy, Bryn Aryen, and others, our nessengers proclainmed the news: The High King is here! Gather
your people, tell everyone, and cone to the nmeeting place where he welcones all who will own him
ki ng.

The years of Meldron's cruelty had wought a ghastly change in the people. The fair folk of Al bion
had becone pale, thin, haggard waiths. It tore at ny heart to see this noble race degraded so.
But | found solace in the fact that we were able to deliver so many fromthe fear and distress
that had held themfor so |ong. Take heart, we told them a new king reigns in Al bion; he has cone
to establish justice in the |and.

As the Cyl chedd progressed, we all-each man and wonan anong us-becane zeal ous bearers of the glad
tidings. The news was everywhere greeted with such happi ness and gratitude that the entire
entourage strove with one another to be allowed to ride with the nessage-just to share in the joy
the tidings brought.

I ndeed, it becane ny chief delight to see the transformation in the listeners' faces when they at

| ast understood that Meldron was dead and his war host defeated. | could al nost see happi ness
descend upon the people like a shining cloud as the truth took hold within them | saw bent backs
straighten, and dead eyes spark to life. | saw hope and courage rekindl ed from dead, cold ashes.

The Year's Wieel revolved and the seasons changed. The days were al ready growi ng shorter when we
finished in Llogres and turned towards Cal edon. We had arranged to winter at Dun
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Cruach, before resuning the Cylchedd. | was for going home, but Tegid said that once begun,
could not return to Dinas Dwm until the round was conpl eted. "The course nust not be broken," he
i nsisted. So, Cynan woul d have the pl easure of our conpany through Sollen, Season of Snows.
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We arrived at Dun Cruach in Cal edon just as the weather broke. Rain pelted down and w nd whi ned as
we passed through the gates. It had been a good journey, but it was a relief to abandon our tents
for the warmh and light of a friendly hall. Cynan and the Gal anae threw open the doors and

gat hered us in.

"Ll ewl Goewyn!" Cynan cried, throwing his arns around us. "M ananl But we expected you days ago.
Did you get |ost?"

"Lost! Goewyn, did you hear that? I will have you know, Cynan Two-Torcs, that | have personally

i nspected every track, trail, and footpath in Llogres and nost of Caledon. Truly, the deer in the
glens will lose their way before Llew Silver Hand."

"Ah, Goewyn," Cynan sighed, and | noticed he had not taken his armfrom around her. "Wy did you
ever marry such an ill-tenpered man? You should have nmarried ne instead. Now | ook what you nust
suffer." He shook his head sadly and cl ucked his tongue.

Goewyn kissed himlightly on the cheek. "A as, Cynan," she sighed, "if only | had known."

"All this talk of narriage," | remarked. "Are you trying to tell us sonething?"

The big warrior becane suddenly bashful. "Now that you say it, brother, |I believe | have found a
woman much to ny liking."

9
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"That is half the battle, to be sure," | replied. "But, nore to the point, will she have you?"
"Well," Cynan allowed with uncomon reticence, "we have tal ked and she has agreed. It so happens,

we will be married while you are here.”
"At the solstice perhaps," suggested Tegid; he had overheard everything. "It will be a highly
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favorabl e time-the A/ ban Ardduan.”

"\l come, Penderwydd," Cynan said warmy, grasping his arns and enbracing Tegid |like a wayward
br ot her.

"What is this Al ban Ardduan?" | wondered aloud. "I have never heard of it."

"It is," the bard explained slowy, "the one solstice in a thousand coinciding with a full noon."
"And, " Goewyn continued, taking up where Tegid had left off, "both setting sun and rising noon
stand in the sky at once to regard one another. Thus, on the darkest day, darkness itself is
br oken. "

I renmenbered with a pang that Goewyn, like her sisters, had once been a Banfaith in a king's
house. Govan and Gaenllian were dead, and of the three fair sisters of Ynys Sci, Goewyn al one
survi ved.

"That is why," Tegid resuned, "it is a nost auspicious tine-a good day to begin any endeavor."
"Yes, do it then," | urged. "If ever a man stood in need of such aid, it is you, brother." M/ eyes
swept the busy hall. "But where is she, Cynan? | would neet the | ady who has won your heart."

"And | thought you would never ask!" he cried happily. He turned and notioned to soneone standi ng
alittle behind him "Ah! Here she cones with the wel cone cup!"

We all turned to see a willow young wonman with nil k-white skin and pal e, pale blue eyes,
advancing towards us with a great steam ng bow of nulled ale between her |ong, snoboth hands. It
was easy to see how she had captured Cynan's notice, for her hair was as fiery red as his. She
wore it long and it hung about her shoulders in such a mass of curls as a man could get lost in.

She stepped briskly, regarding us steadily; there was an air of bol dness about her. In all, she
| ooked nore than a match for Cynan
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"My friends," said Cynan expansively, "this is Tangwen, the fortunate wonman who has agreed to
becomre ny wife."

Smiling, she offered the bowl to ne, saying, "Geetings, Silver Hand." Her voice was | ow and
snoky. At ny expression of surprise she sniled knowi ngly and said, "No, we have never net. You
woul d rermenber if we had, | think. But Cynan has told ne so nmuch about you that I feel | know you
like a brother. And who el se wears a hand of silver on his arn?" She gave ne the bow, and as |
took it fromher, she let her fingertips stroke ny silver hand.

| drank the warmng liquid and returned the bow to Tangwen. She passed it to Tegid. "l give you
good greeting, Penderwydd," she said. "You, | would know even without the rowan. There is only one
Tegid Tathal . ™

Tegid rai sed the bow, drank, and returned it, watching the red-haired charner all the while.
Tangwen, cool under his gaze, turned next to ny queen. "Goewyn," she said softly, "I welconme you
nost eagerly. Since coming to Dun Cruach, | have heard nothing but praise for Llew s queen. W

will be good friends, you and I|."

"I would like that," Goewyn replied, accepting the bow . Though she smiled, | noticed that
Goewyn's eyes narrowed as if searching for sone sign of recognition in the other wonman.

Then Tangwen rai sed the bowl to her own |lips, saying, "Geetings and wel cone, friends. May you
find all you wish to find in your stay anmong us, and nay that stay be long."

Al'l this was acconplished under Cynan's proud gaze. Cbviously, he had school ed her well. She knew
us all and spoke frankly and directly. Her forthright manner took ne aback sonewhat, but | could
see how it would appeal to Cynan; he was not a man to endure ruch sinpering.

Havi ng served us, Tangwen noved on to wel cone Bran and the Ravens who had just entered. W watched
her lithe formglide away. Cynan said, "Ah, she is a beauty, is she not? The fairest flower of the
glen."

"She is a wonder, Cynan," | agreed. "But who is she, and where did you find her?"

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD
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"She is no stranger to a king's hall," Goewyn observed. "I amthinking Tangwen has served the

wel cone bowl before.™

"You cut straight to the heart of it," Cynan replied proudly. "She is the daughter of King Ercoll
who was killed in a battle with Meldron. Her people have been wandering Cal edon in search of a
steading and cane to us here. | saw at once that she was of noble bearing. She will nake a fine
queen. "

Gradually, the hall had filled with people. Food had been pr"pared in anticipation of our arrival
and, when it appeared, Cynan led us to our places at his table. W ate and talked long into the
ni ght, enjoying the first of nmany pl easant neals around the wi nter hearth.
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Thus we passed the winter at Dun Cruach am ably. Wen the sun shone we rode over the misty hills
or wal ked the soggy noors, slipping over wet rocks and scaring up grouse and partridges. \Wen the
sleet rattled on the thatch or snow swirled down in the north wind's frigid wake, we stayed in the
hal | and played ganes- brandub and gwyddbwyl| and ot hers-as we had done when wi ntering on Ynys
Sci .

Each night Tegid filled the hail with the enchanting nusic of his harp. It was joy itself to sit
in that conpany, listening to the stories Albion's kings had heard fromtime out of mind.

counted every nonent bl essed.

As the day of Cynan and Tangwen's weddi ng drew near, Tegid let it be known that he was preparing a
speci al song for the occasion. Though many asked what the tale would be, he would say no nore than
that it was an ancient and powerful story, and one which would bring great blessing to all who
heard it.

Meanwhi | e, Goewyn and Tangwen attended to the preparations for the cel ebration. They were often
toget her and appeared to enjoy one another's conpany. | thought thema strikingly beautiful pair
and t hought Cynan and nyself the two nost fortunate nmen in all Al bion to boast such wonen as

Wi ves.

Cynan was well|l pleased with his choice, and renmarked often on the happy circunstance that brought
her to his door. "She m ght have wandered anywhere," he said, "but she happened to cone here, to
ne.
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| saw little nore than sinple chance in it, but what did that matter? If Cynan wanted to believe
that some extraordi nary destiny had brought themtogether, who was Ito di sagree?

In any event, Tangwen had firmy established herself at the center of Cynan's househol d. Neither
timdity nor hunility found nuch of a patron in her she was intelligent and capabl e and saw no
reason to affect a neekness or nodesty she did not naturally possess. Still, there was sonething
about her-sonething driven, yet strangely constrained. She often stood apart when Tegi d sang,

wat chi ng fromthe shadows, her expression al nost derisive, scornful-as if she disdained joining
us, or spurned the pleasure of the gathering. Oher tines, she seened to forget herself and joined
inwith awll. I felt sonmehow she was following the dictates of a schene, rather than the
pronptings of her heart. And | was not the only one to notice.

"There is a hidden place in her soul," Goewyn said one night when we had retired to our sl eeping
quarters. "She is confused and unhappy."”

"Unhappy? Do you think so? Maybe it is just that she is afraid of being hurt again,” | suggested.
Goewyn shook her head slightly. "No, she wants to befriend nme, | think; but there is sonething
cold and hard in her that will not let her. Sonmetimes | wish | could just reach into her heart and
pluck it out, and then all would be well with her."

"Perhaps that is her way of covering the pain."

Goewyn | ooked at nme oddly. "Wy do you say she has been hurt?"

"Well," | said slowy, thinking aloud, "Cynan said that her father had been killed in a battle
agai nst Meldron. | suppose | sinply assuned Tangwen, |ike so many we have nmet along the way, stil
carried that grief."

"Per haps," Goewyn all owed, frowning in thought.

"But you think otherw se?"
"No," she said after a nonment. "That nust be it. | amcertain you are right."

The days dwi ndl ed, shrinking down toward Al ban Ardduan and

104

SONG OF ALBI ON

Cynan' s weddi ng. The Gal anae war band and the Raven Flight had stocked the cookhouse with wild gane
of all kinds, and the cooks kept the ovens glowi ng hot, preparing food for the feast. The brewer
and his hel pers, foreseeing strong demand for the fruit of their labor, worked tirelessly to fill
the vats with nead and ale. On the day before the wedding, the fattened pi gs were sl aughtered, and
next norning we awke in the dark to the aroma of roast pork

After breaking fast with a little bread and water, we all dressed ourselves in feast-day clothes
and assenmbled in the hail, eager for the festivities to begin. Torches fluttered from scores of

hol ders, bani shing shadows fromevery dark corner. On this day the torches would burn brightly
fromdawn to dawn in observance of Al ban Ardduan

Cynan appeared first, resplendent in red-and-orange checked breecs and yellow siarc. He wore a

bl ue-and-white striped cloak and his father's great gold brooch. He had brushed his long red beard
and fanned it out across his broad chest, and he had allowed his wiry red hair to be gathered and
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tied at the back of his head. His gold and burnished silver torcs gleaned like nmirrors. He fretted
and preened, patting his belt and adjusting his cloak.

"A nore regal groom has never been seen in Caledon,” | told him "Stand still, now. Do you want
her to think she is marrying a twitch?"

"What can be keeping then?" he asked, glancing nervously around the hall for the third tinme in as
nmany nonents.

"Be at ease,"” | told him "You have endured your solitary ways a long tinme, you can endure yet a
little longer."

"What if she has changed her mi nd?"

"Goewyn is with her," | reassured him "She will not change her mnd."

"What can be keeping then?" He craned his neck around, inspecting the hail yet once nore. "Here
they come!" he said, darting forward.

"Relax--it is Tegid."

"Ch, it is only Tegid." He began patting hinself again, as if he were searching for sonething he
had | ost somewhere about his
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person. "How do | | ook?"

"Handsone enough for any two nen. Now stand still, you are wearing a hole in the floor."
"Only Tegi d?" wondered the bard.

"Ignore him" | told Tegid. "Cynan is not hinself today."

"My throat is on fire," Cynan conplained. "I need a drink."

"Later-after the wedding."

"Just one cup."

"Not a drop. We do not want the king of the Galanae falling down during his own weddi ng cerenony."
"I tell you I amdying!"

"Then do it quietly."

Tegid broke in, saying, "Here they are.” At that instant, a ripple of voices sounded fromthe far
end of the hail. Cynan and | turned to see Goewyn and Tangwen approachi ng.

Cynan's bride was a vision-a blaze of fiery beauty: two long braids bound in bands of gold swept
back from her tenples and | ost thenselves in the luxurious fall of flaming curls that spilled over
her shoul ders. She wore a crinson cloak and a robe of apricot yellow over a sal non-col ored shift.
Her feet were bare, and on each ankle was a bracelet of thick gold so that each step glittered. On
her breast was a splendid silver brooch set with glowing red gens around the ring; the pin was
joined to the ring by a tiny silver chain, and the head shone with a blazing blue jewel. No doubt
the eye-catching object was her father's chief treasure.

Cynan could restrain hinmself no |longer. He strode to neet her, gathered her in his arns, and al
but carried her to where we stood by the wide, central hearth. "To be surrounded by battle-tried
friends in a shining hall," he crowed, "with his arns around a beautiful woman- this is the
greatest joy a man can know " He turned to Tangwen, kissed her, and declared, "This is the

happi est day of ny life!"

At this, Tangwen put a hand to his ruddy face and turned his lips to hers, kissing himardently
and |l ong. "Cone, Tegid," Cynan said, "the bride is here; the hall is filled, and the feast is
waiting. Performthe rite and |l et us begin the celebration!"
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Wth raised staff and a |loud voice, Tegid called the assenbly to witness the marriage of Cynan and
Tangwen. Everyone crowded cl ose and the cerenony began. Cynan's weddi ng was very |ike ny own.

G fts and tokens were exchanged and, as the bow was shared, | felt Goewyn's hand slip into mine
She put her lips to ny ear and whi spered her love to nme, nipping ny earl obe as she wi t hdrew

Three sharp raps of the Chief Bard's staff and the weddi ng was over. Cynan whooped | oudly and
lifted his bride fromher feet. He carried her to the table and set her upon it. "Kinsmen and
friends!" he called. "Here is nmy wife, Tangwen. Hail her everyone, Queen of the Gal anae!"

The room resounded with the chorused cries as the Gal anae wel coned their queen. Tangwen, her face
flushed with happi ness, sniling, radiant, stood on the board, receiving the adul ation of the
peopl e. The expression on her face, at first charned, took on an aspect of triunph-as if she had
won a cl ose-fought canpaign.

Cynan reached up to her and Tangwen tunbled into his arns. They enbraced to the | oud accl ai m of
everyone. And then Cynan ordered ale to be brought so that we could all drink the health of the
happy couple. The brewer and his men brought forth the first vat and placed it beside the hearth.
Cups and bow s were plunged deep and brought out frothing. W raised our bows and our voices.
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".~dinte! Slointe mort' W drank to life and health and happi ness. W drank to the prosperity of
Cynan's reign.

Qutside it began snowing. Cold wind streaned over the hills, lashing the snow which fell froma

bl anched sky. Inside the hall, the feast began: steaning joints of venison and pork were carried
inon their spits; platters of sweet breads of various sorts; huge rounds of pale yellow cheese,
and nounds of crisp apples. W ate, and drank, and tal ked, and ate and drank some nore, passing
the dark day in the light-filled hall surrounded by fellowship and plenty. And when at |ast we sat
back, stuffed and satisfied, a call went up for a story. Taking up his harp, Tegid cane before us,

standing at the hearth in the center of the hall, the fire bright around him
He strummed the harp, waiting for everyone to find a place and
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for quiet to claimthe crowd. Gradually, the hall fell hushed. Lifting his voice, the bard
declared, "It is right to celebrate the union of man and wonman w th weddi ngs and feasts and songs-
nmore so than the victories of warriors and the conquests of kings. It is right to pay heed to the
stories of our people, for that is howwe |learn who we are and what is required of us in this life
and the |ife beyond.

"On this day above all others, when the light of A ban Ardduan burns in the high places, it is
right to give ourselves to revelry, it is right to draw near the hearthfire to hear the songs of
our race. Gather then and listen, all who would hear a true tale-listen with your ears, Children
of Albion, and listen with your hearts."

So saying, he bowed his head and fell silent. Then, fingers stirring on the strings of the harp
he conjured a nelody fromthe air, drew breath, and began to sing.
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The sweet-soundi ng notes of the harp spilled like glittering coins fromTegid's fingers; or |ike
bright sparks sprung fromthe lusty fire, swirling up on rising draughts to the dark-shadowed
rooltrees. The Chief Bard's voice rose to join the nelody of the harp, and the two tw ned about
one anot her in matchl ess harnmony as he began to sing the tale he had prepared for Al ban Ardduan
And this is what he sang:

"I'n the first days of nmen, when the dew of creation still glimered upon the earth, there arose a
great king who ruled many realnms and held authority over divers clans. The great king' s name was
Cadwal | on, and he ruled | ong and w sely, ever increasing the fortunes of those who sheltered
beneath his shield. It was his customin the evening to clinb the council-nmound beside his
stronghol d and gaze out upon his lands, to see for hinself how nmatters stood with his people. And
this is the way of it
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"One twilight, as Cadwal | on sat on his high nmound, gazing out upon his lands, it came to himthat
hi s hol di ngs had grown vast beyond reckoning. 'l can no |onger see fromone end of my donminion to
the other, nor can | count the number of mny people-just to tell out the nanes of their tribes
woul d take ny bard three whol e days.

"What shane,' thought he, '"if trouble were to threaten and | did
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not hear of it in time to prevent harmbefalling ny people. This could easily happen, for the

ki ngdom has grown too great for one king to rule. Therefore, | nust find soneone to help ne rule
my real mand keep ny people safe.’

"As it happened, there was no | ack of woul d-be kings eager to help himrule. Sadly, not all of
them cared as nuch for the welfare of the clans as Cadwall on, and it distressed the great king to
think that a self-serving man shoul d gain power at his command. So, he took hinmself to his gorsedd
mound to think the thing through, saying, 'I will not come down until | have di scovered a way out
of this predicanent.’

"Through three sunrises and three sunsets, Cadwallon did not stir; and through three nore, and yet
three nore, until at dusk on the ninth day he hit upon a way to determ ne which of his nobl enen
was nost worthy to aid him He rose and wal ked down to his stronghold in confidence.

"The next day nessengers rode to the four quarters of the kingdom bearing the nessage, and it was
this: Noblenen all, the great king invites you to attend himfor a season and take your ease in
his hail where there will be feasting and gam ng, and where the circling of nead cups will not
cease.

"When the chieftains received this sumons, they hastened to their |lord. And when they saw the
weal th of food and drink which had been prepared for them they were well pleased and excl ai ned
that of all lords, Cadwallon must certainly be the nost generous and benevol ent ever known.

"When they had taken their places at table according to their rank, the feast began. They ate as
much as they cared to eat and drank as nuch as they cared to drink, and after the sharp edge of
hunger and thirst had been dull ed somewhat, they began to talk, as nen will, about the various
adventures that had befallen them One after another spoke, and each told his best tale to delight
t he ot hers.

"The great king listened to the talk around himand stared unhappily into his cup. Wen they asked
hi m why he frowned so, the great king replied, 'W have heard sone strange tales told anong
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us, but none nore strange than the one | shall tell. For of all adventures, mine is the strangest.
Onny life, | wish soneone would tell nme what it neans.'

"Fortunate are you, 0 king, if that is all that troubles you,' the noblenen replied. 'W are ready
to do your bidding. You have but to tell us your story, and we will soon put your heart at ease.'
"Listen then,' the king said, 'but do not inagine you will discover the nmeaning as easily as you
think. For | am persuaded that this tale will cause you all no little disnmay before the end."'
"Know you, Great King, that we fear nothing. Indeed, your words provoke our interest as nothing we
have heard before. Speak how you will, you cannot dismay us.'

"No doubt you know what is best,' nused the king. So saying, Cadwallon began to relate his
adventure.

"I was not always the king you see before you,' he told the chieftains. 'In ny youth | was very

hi gh-spirited and arrogant, supposing that no one could surpass ne in any feat of weapons.
Thinking | had mastered every feat known in this worlds-realm | equi pped nyself and rode to the
wild places far fromthe fields we know. To win glory and renown with ny skill was ny intent, to
hear ny name | auded in song was my desire.'

"What happened?' they asked. 'What did you find?

"I found the loveliest valley any man has ever seen. Trees of every kind grewin the woods, and a
wi de river flowed through the valley. | crossed the river and struck a path and rode until | cane
to a neasureless plain bloonming with every kind of flower. The path went before ne, so | followed.
Three days and three nights | rode, and at |ast cane to a shining fortress beside a restless sea
of bl ue.

"I approached that fortress and two boys net ne-each with hair so dark it nmade ne think of crows'
wi ngs-and both dressed in princely garb with fine green cloaks and silver torcs on their necks.
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Each I ad carried a bow of horn with strings of deer sinew, and shafts of walrus ivory with points
of gold and eagle feathers. Their belts were silver and their knives were gold. And they were
shooting their arrows at a shield covered with white oxhide.
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"Alittle distance away stood a nan with hair so light it nmade me think of swans' wings. His hair
and beard were neatly trimed, and he wore a torc of gold on his neck. His cloak was blue and his
belt and buskins were of fine brown |eather

"l rode to neet this man with a ready greeting on ny lips, but he was so courteous as to greet ne
before |I could speak. He bade ne enter the fortress with him which | was eager to do for it was a
marvel to behold. | saw others inside the fortress, and observed at once that they were a
prosperous people, for the | east one anpbng them di spl ayed the sane wealth as the first man, nor
did the greatest one anong them display less than three tinmes as nuch as the |east.

"Five groons took ny horse and stabled it better than the best groons | ever saw. And then the nan
led me to the hall, which had pillars of gold and a roof made of the feathers of speckled birds.

I nsi de were handsone nmen and beautiful wonen-and all of them pleasantly conversing, singing,

pl ayi ng ganes and taking their ease. Twenty naidens were sewi ng by the wi ndow, and the |east

| ovel y mai den anong them was nore beautiful than any nmaiden in the Island of the Mghty. And as we
entered the hall, these naidens rose to greet ne and wel comed nme nost enjoyably.

"Five of themdrew off ny buskins and took ny weapons, and five of themtook fromne ny travel -
worn clothes and dressed ne in clean clothes- siarc and breecs and cl oak of finest craft. Five

maei dens laid the board with good cloth and five mai dens brought food on five huge platters. And
the five who had taken ny buskins and weapons now brought new fleeces for ne to sit upon, and the
five who had dressed ne led ne to the table.

"l sat beside the nan who had brought me, and others of that exalted conmpany sat around us. There
was not a single cup or bow or platter on that table that was not gold or silver or horn. And the
food-such food! | have never tasted anything so pleasing to the tongue and satisfying to the
stonmach as | tasted in that hall surrounded by that bright conpany.

"W ate, but never a word was spoken to ne fromthe first bite to the last. After a tine, the man
besi de ne, perceiving that | had
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finished ny neal, turned to ne and said, "I see that you would sooner talk than eat."

"Lord," | said, "it is high time | had soneone to talk with. Even the best food is poor fare when
it is shared in silence."

"Well," answered the man, "we did not like to disturb your neal. But if | had known how you felt

about it, we would certainly have spoken sooner. But let us talk now if nothing prevents you." And
he asked me what sort of nman | was and what was the errand that had brought me to them

"Lord," said I, "you see before you a man of no small skill in weapon-play. I amroanm ng the wild
pl aces of the world, hoping to find someone who m ght overconme ne. For | tell you the truth, it is
no sport to me to overcone nen of lesser skill than nmine, and it is long since any warrior in ny

own country could offer me the sport | crave."
"The great lord smled and said, "My friend, | would gladly guide you to your goal if | did not
bel i eve sone harmwould fol l ow. "

"At his words ny face fell in sad disappointnment. Seeing this, the lord said, "However, since you
desire evil rather than good, | will tell you. Prepare yourself."
""*To this | replied, "Lord, | am al ways prepared."”

"Then hear ne, for | will say this but once. Spend the night here and rise tonorrow at dawn and
take the path that brought you to this fortress until you reach a forest. A short distance into
that forest, the path will split in twd; take the left turning and follow on until you come to a

clearing with a mound in the center. On that nound you will see a huge man. Ask this man where to
go and, though he is often uncivil, it is nmy belief he will show you howto find that which you
seek”

"That night was endless. Al the ages of the world end to end would not |ast |onger than that
night lasted. As often as | |ooked at the sky, nmorning was no closer than when | |ast |ooked. At

| ast, however, | saw the sky greying in the east and knew that night was ending. | rose and put on
my cl othes and went out and mounted my horse and set off on ny way. | found the forest, and found
the divi ded
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path, followed the Ieft turning, and found the clearing with the nound in the center, the very
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sanme which the great lord had described to ne.

"There was a man sitting on the nound. My host had told me that the nan was huge, but he was far

bi gger than | had i magi ned- and and far uglier. He had but one eye in the mddle of his forehead,
and one foot; thick black hair covered his head and grew on his shoulders and arns. He carried an
i ron spear which would have been a burden for any four warriors, yet this nan carried it easily in
his hand. And around this man, both upon the nmound and all around it, there grazed deer and pigs
and sheep and forest aninmals of every kind-thousands of themn

"I greeted this Keeper of the Forest, and received a harsh reply. But it was no | ess than
expected, so | asked hi mwhat power he possessed over the aninmals gathered so closely about him
Again he nade a rude reply. "Little man," he scoffed, "you nust be the dullest of your kind not to
know t his. Nevertheless, | will show you what power | possess."”

"The huge, hairy man took up his spear and ained a blow at a nearby stag. He struck the anim

with the butt of the spear, causing the stag to bell. And the belling of the stag shook the trees
and trenbl ed the very ground beneath ny feet. WIld aninmals of every kind came running to the
sound, gathering fromthe four quarters of the world. By the thousands and tens of thousands the
animals cane until there was hardly any roomfor my horse to stand anong the wol ves and bears and
deer and otters and foxes and badgers and squirrels and mce and serpents and ants and all the
rest.

"The ani mal s gazed upon the huge Keeper as obedi ent nmen honor their lord, and he called to them
and commanded themto graze, and at once they began to graze. "Well, little man," he said to ne,
"now you see the power | hold over these animals. But | amthinking you did not come here seeking
assurance of nmy power, undoubtedly great though it is. Wat do you want?"

"I told himthen who I was and what | sought, and he replied uncouthly to ne. In short, he told ne
to go away. But | persisted, and
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he said, "Well, if you are stupid enough to seek such a thing, it is not for me to prevent you."

Rai sing his iron spear, he pointed with it and said, "Follow the path you find at the end of the
clearing. After a tinme you will discover a nountain; clinmb the slope of the nountain until you
reach the sutmmit and fromthere you will see a great glen the |like of which you have never seen
before. And in the niddle of that glen you will see a yewtree that is both older and taller than
any other yewtree in the world. Beneath the branches of that yewtree is a pool, and beside the
pool is a stone, and on the stone is a silver bow with a chain so that the bow and stone cannot

be separated. Take up the bow, if you dare, and fill it with water and throw the water on the
stone. Do not ask ne what happens next, for | will not tell you----not even in a thousand years of
aski ng. "

"Great Lord," | said, "I amnot the sort of man to shrink fromanything. | nust know what happens

next even if | stand here for a thousand and one years."

"WAs there ever a nore ignorant and foolish man than you?" the Forest Keeper asked. "Nevert hel ess,
I will tell what happens next:

the rock will thunder with such force that you will think the heavens and earth must crack with
the noise, and then will cone a shower of water so fierce and cold that you will probably fail to

survive. Hailstones big as loaves will fall! Do not ask me what happens next, for | will not tell
you. "
"Great Lord," | said, "I believe you have told nme enough. The rest | can find out for nyself. |

thank you for your help.”

"And it is "Ha!" he says, "what is your thanks to ne, little man? As for the help you have had, it
will likely be your doom Though | hope |I never neet another as foolish as you, | will bid you
farewel | . "

"I followed the path he had shown nme, and rode to the nountain sumit and spied the great glen and
the tall yewtree. The tree was far taller and far ol der than the Forest Keeper had told ne. |
rode to the tree and di scovered the pool and the stone and the silver bow and chain-all as | had
been tol d.

"Eager to try my skill, | wasted not a nmonent, but took up the bow, filled it with water fromthe
pool and dashed the water onto the
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stone. At once there arose a thunder far |ouder than the great |ord had described, and then a
squall of rain with hail stones huge as |loaves. My friends, |I tell you the truth-if | had not
squeezed nysel f beneath the stone, | would not be here to tell the tale. Even so, ny life was on
the point of |eaving me when the shower and hail stopped. There was not one green spear |left on
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the yew tree, but the weather had cleared and now a flock of birds alighted on the bare branches
and began to sing.

"l amcertain that no man before or since has heard nusic sweeter and nore poignant than | heard
then. But when the nmusic was nost pleasant to ne, | heard a nost nournful groani ng which grew
until it filled the great glen. And the groans becane words:

"Warrior, what do you want of nme? Wiat evil did | ever inflict on you that you should do to ne and
my real mwhat you have done?"

"Who are you, lord?" | demanded. "And what evil have | done to you?"

"The nournful voice answered, "Do you not know that owing to the shower which you have

t hought | essly provoked neither nman nor beast remains alive in ny real n? You have destroyed
everything."

"Wth those words there appeared a warrior on a black horse, dressed all in black; his spear was
bl ack and his shield was bl ack, and black the sword on his thigh fromhilt to tip. The black horse
pawed the ground with a bl ack hoof and w t hout another word the dread warrior charged.

"Al t hough the appearance was abrupt, | was prepared. Thinking that at last | would achieve
everlasting renown, | quickly raised ny spear and nade nmy attack. | exulted in the power of the
horse beneath nme and in the swift advance of the great warrior. But though ny charge was far nore
skillful than the best attack | have ever made, | was quickly swept fromny horse and thrown

i ngl oriously down upon the ground. Wthout so much as a | ook or word, ny dark opponent passed the
spearshaft through the bridle rein of my horse and took the aninmal away, |eaving ne there al one.
He did not think it worth his while to take ne hostage or even so nuch as retrieve ny weapons.
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"Thus | was forced to return by the path | had taken before, and when | reached the clearing the
Keeper of the Forest met me, and it is a wonder that | did not nelt into a puddle for the shame
that sharp-tongued | ord heaped upon ne. | let himhave his say, and he said it with el oquence nost
rare, and then | sighed and began meking ny long, slow way back to the shining fortress by the
sea.

"There | was greeted nore joyfully than before, and was made even nore wel cone and served even
better food-if that is possible-than | received the first tine. | was able to talk to the nen and
woren in that fair place as nuch as | liked, and they talked fondly to ne. However, no one made
mention of my journey to the Black Lord's realm nor did | speak of it nyself. As vast as ny
forner arrogance, so great was now ny disgrace

"l spent the night there and, when | rose, | found a splendid bay horse with a mane the col or of
red lichen. | gathered ny weapons and bade the |l ord of that place farewell, and then returned to
my own realm The horse remains with me to this day, and I amnot |ying when | say that | would
sooner part with my right hand than give up that horse.'

"The king then raised his eyes and | ooked around his table. "But it is the truth I tell you when
say that | will give half ny kingdomto the man who can explain to nme the nmeani ng of ny
adventure.'

"At this, Cadwall on concluded his peculiar tale. His lords sat stunned by the humlity of their
king in telling such a story against hinself-as nmuch as by the strangeness of the tale itself.
Then up spoke a bold warrior-lord naned Hy Gwd.

"Nobl enen all,' he said, '"our lord has told us a tale worth hearing. And, unless | am nuch

m st aken, our nost canny king has also set a challenge before us, and it is this: to discover for
ourselves the neaning of this strange adventure. Therefore, |et us behave as bold nen ought; |et
us go forth to neet the king's challenge and di scover the neaning of the tale.'

"And the nobl enen began to discuss the matter anong thensel ves. They tal ked | ong and earnestly,
for not everyone agreed with Ily Gwd. In the end the nobl emen deci ded that nothing good could
cone of interfering in such nysteries, thus the matter was
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better left where it stood. They turned again to their feasting and eating. But Hy Gwd, anbitious
as he was clever, was unwilling to let the natter rest; he continued pressing his argunent and in
the end won his way with his friend, a warrior nanmed Teleri.

"So, while the others ate and drank at table, the two warriors crept fromthe hail. They saddl ed
their horses, took up their arms, and rode out from Caer Cadwallon in the grip of the nystery
their king had posed for them They rode far and wide in search of the foreign fields that had
been described to them In good tinme, the two friends reached the forest and the path, and knew it
to be the sane forest and the sanme path Cadwal | on had descri bed.

"They followed the path and cane to the wonderful valley and crossed the wi de, shining river where
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they found the track leading to the endl ess plain blooning with every kind of flower. The
fragrance of the flowers filled their lungs and the pleasure of that land filled their eyes as
they rode along. Through three days and three nights they rode and at | ast canme to the gl eam ng
fortress beside the ever-changi ng sea of deepest bl ue.

"Two boys with silver torcs and bows of horn were shooting ivory arrows at a white shield-just as
Cadwal | on had described. A gol den-haired man stood wat ching the boys, and all three greeted the
riders warmy, and wel coned themto cone into the fortress to sup with them The people they saw
i nside the stronghold were even nore fair, and the maidens nore |lovely than they had i magi ned.
These beautiful wonen rose up to serve the warriors just as they had served Cadwal | on, and the
meal they ate in that wondrous hail far surpassed anything they had ever tasted before. Wen the
meal was finished, the |lord who had greeted them addressed them and asked t hem what errand they
were on.

"Hy Gwd answered himand said, 'W are seeking the Black Lord who guards the pool .’

"I wish you had said anything but that,' the lord replied, 'but if you are determined to seek the
truth of this matter for yourselves, | will not prevent you.' And he told them everything, even as
he had tol d Cadwai |l on
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"At dawn the two rode through that fair realmuntil they reached the forest clearing where stood
the Forest Keeper on his nound. The Keeper of Aninmals was even nore ugly and i npressive than they
had been led to believe. Follow ng the disagreeable lord' s grudging directions, they reached the
val e beyond the nountain and the vale where the yew tree grew. There they found the fountain and
the silver bow upon the stone. Teleri was for returning the way they had cone, but Hy Gwd

| aughed at himand taunted him 'W have not come this far to turn back now,' he said. 'I fee
certain that we will win the renown our king failed to gain. Certainly, we have it in our power to
becone greater than Cadwal |l on ever was.' So saying, he took up the bow, filled it with water from
the pool, and dashed the water over the stone.

"There foll owed both thunder and a hail storm nuch nore severe than Cadwal | on had said. They

t hought they nmust surely die, and were on the point of doing so when the sky cleared and the birds
appeared in the |l eafl ess yew The song of the birds was finer and nore pleasing than they coul d
have i magi ned, but when the singing had filled their hearts with pleasure, the groans began

I ndeed, such was the groaning that it seened as if the whole world was in msery and dying. The
two warriors | ooked and saw a | one rider approaching them the Black Lord they had been told to
expect.

"The Bl ack Lord gazed nournfully upon them and said, 'Brothers, what do you want of ne? \What evil
did | ever inflict on you that you should do to ne and my real mwhat you have done?

"Who are you, lord?" asked the two warriors. 'And what evil have we done to you?

"The nmournful voice answered, 'Do you not know that owi ng to the shower which you have

t hought | essly provoked neither nman nor beast remains alive in ny real n? You have destroyed
ever yt hi ng.

"The two warriors turned to one another and bet hought thensel ves what they might do. 'Brother, we
are in need of a plan,' Teleri observed. 'For it is as our king has said and we are no nearer the

truth of this nystery than when we first began. | say we go back now before sonethi ng happens we
will all regret.’
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"Am | to believe what | hear?" Hy Gwd hooted in derision. 'We are this close to winning glory and
power beyond reckoning. Lash a spear to your spine if you must, but follow nme. There is no turning
back."

"Wth that Hy Gwd raised his shield and | ofted his spear. Wen the Bl ack Lord saw that they neant
to face him he attacked, unhorsing both warriors with as little effort as if they had been i nept
children. The dread one nade to take their horses; but the two warriors, warned by the exanpl e of
their king, leapt up at once, grasped the black spear and pulled their foe fromhis nount. The

Bl ack Lord rose to his knees, and his hand found the hilt of his sword. But Hy Gwd was qui cker
"Up with his sword and down: the Black Lord' s head rolled free of his shoul ders and his body
toppled to the ground like a felled oak. Hy Gwd | eaned on his sword, breathing hard, but well

pl eased with hinsel f nonethel ess. 'W have done it, brother,' he said. 'W have succeeded where
our king has failed. Now his renown is ours and we are his betters.'
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"Teleri was still searching for his tongue to nmake reply when there arose a noaning far greater
than the groans they had heard previously. The nban grew to a keening wail. Piteous in its msery
and mournful in its grief, the sound of this wailing would wing tears fromstones. |Indeed, if al
the msery in the world were suddenly given voice it could not sound nore | anentable. The two
warriors thought they would not |ong survive the onslaught of such sorrow.

"They gazed about themto di scover the source of this cry, and saw a woman drawi ng near them and
oh! she was hideous to behold. If all the womanly beauty in the world were turned rancid at a
singl e stroke and best owed upon the bony back of the nost repul sive crone, it still would never
mat ch for ugliness the sight which the two warrior friends beheld. Her face was a mass of
wrinkles; her teeth black and twisted in her crack-Iipped maw. Her sagging flesh was a mass of

maggoty sores; lice and worns worked ceaselessly in her hair, The finest of clothes had once been
hers, but now the remnants
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hung on her disgusting body in filthy rags.

"The wails of grief were coming fromthe throat of this | oathsone woman, nore nournful with every
approachi ng step. When she arrived at the pool, she | ooked upon the corpse of the Black Lord and
keened even | ouder than before. Birds dropped dead fromthe trees at the sorrowful sound.

"Wbe be upon you!' she cried, tears of sadness stream ng down her ruined cheeks. 'Look at ne!l As
ugly as I amnow, | was once so beautiful. What will happen to ne?

"Lady, who are you?' asked Teleri. 'Wiy do you beseech us so?

"You have killed ny husband!' the loathly |lady screeched. 'You have taken ny man fromnme and | eft
me desol ate!' She stooped to the corpse before her and lifted the severed head by the hair, and
kissed it on the nmouth. 'We! We! My lord is gone. Who is there to care for me now? Who will be
my confort and support?

"Cal myourself, if you can,' Teleri said. '"Wat is it you want from us?

"You have slain the Guardi an of the Pool,' the appalling woman said. 'He was my husband. Now one
of you nust take his place. One of you nust take ne to wfe.

"At this, the hideous crone approached the two warriors. A snell cane fromher that nade their

| egs go weak and their bowels trenble. Red-eyed fromcrying, her nose running and spittle flow ng
fromher lips, the crone spread her arnms to them her rags parted, revealing a body so wasted and
repugnant that both men shut their eyes lest they retch at the sight.

"No!"' they shouted. 'Do not come any closer or we shall faint.

"Well? the Black Hag asked. 'Which is it to be? She turned first to Hy Gwd. 'WII| you enbrace
me?'

"Hy Gwd turned his face away. 'Get you fromne, hag!' he shouted. 'I will never enbrace you!'
"She turned to Teleri. 'l see that you are a nan of nore heart. WII| you enbrace nme?

"Teleri's stomach squirned. He felt sweat on the palns of his hands and the soles of his feet. He
gul ped air to keep from fainting.
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"Lady, it is the last thing | will do,' Teleri replied.

"At this the wonman began wailing again and so powerful was her keening that the sky darkened and
the wi nd began to blow and the rain began to fall and thunder rolled across the sky. The very
ground beneath their feet trenbled and the whole world quaked at the sound of trees being uprooted
and mountains sliding into the sea.

"The sudden onset of such a stormfrightened the two warriors. 'Let us |leave this place at once,’
shouted Hy Gwd. 'We have achieved all we cane here to do.'

"But, though his heart quailed within him Teleri was unwilling to | eave the woman if he could

help put the matter right. 'Lady,' he said, '"although it makes ny flesh craw, | will enbrace
you. '
"You are a fool, Teleri!' shouted Hy Gwd. 'You deserve her.' Wth that, he leapt onto his horse

and rode swiftly away, though the stormcrashed all around him

"Teleri plucked up his courage and stepped toward the hag. Hi s eyes watered-but whether fromthe
sight of her, or the stench of her, he knew not. H's arnms shook and his strength fl owed away |ike
wat er. He thought his poor heart would burst for the shame and loathing coiling wi thin him

"Yet he raised his shaking arns and put them around the woman. He felt her hands on him cold as
ice, gripping him bony fingers digging into his flesh. '"Wnan,' he said, 'l have enbraced you,
and a cheerless enbrace it is. Cold death could not be nore desolate, nor the grave nore grim'
"Now you nust lie with ne,' the hag told him her breath foul in his face. O ose up she was even
uglier-if that were possible-and nore ghastly and nore repul sive than before.
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"Lie with you?' Teleri alnobst |lost his reason. He thought to flee, but the Black Hag had himin

her clutches and as there was no escape he resolved to see the thing through. 'I fear it will be a
nost abhorrent coupling. Yet, if that will satisfy you, I will do it ~for your sake al one, the
Good God knows | will receive no pleasure fromit.'
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"So Teleri took the Black Hag in his arnms and lay down with her. He put his lips to her stinking
mout h and ki ssed her. They nade love, firmflesh to brittle bone, but Teleri could not endure the
feat and he fainted.

"When he awoke, he was lying in the arns of the npbst beautiful nmiden he had ever seen. Her |ong
hair was yellow as pollen, and her |linbs firmand supple; her breasts were shapely and her |egs
sl ender and long. Up he junped with a startled cry. 'Were am|? he said, holding his head. 'What
happened to the other wonman who was here?

"The mmiden sat up and snmiled, and it was as if the sun had never shone upon Teleri until that
nmonment . ' How many women must you have to satisfy you?' she asked, and oh! her voice was the
melting of sweet honey in the nouth.

"Lady,' Teleri said, 'you are all the wonan | require. Only pronmise ne you will remain with ne!'
"I will remain with you through all things, Teleri,' the nmaiden replied. '"For, if | amnot

nm staken, | amyour wife and you are ny husband.

"What is your name?' Teleri asked, feeling foolish that he had a wife but did not know her nane.
"But the maiden answered soothingly. 'Beloved, ny nanme is that word which is nost pleasing to your
ear. You have but to speak it and that is what | shall be called."’

"Then | will call you Arianrhod,' he said, 'for that is the nane nost pleasing to ne.'

"Teleri gathered his lovely Arianrhod in his arms and enbraced her; her skin was soft and snpoth
and the touch of her filled himwi th delight. He kissed her and his soul rose into the heights of
ecstasy. Hi s | ove knew no bounds.

"They dressed thensel ves then, drawi ng on the kind of garments w th which kings and queens array
thensel ves. Teleri found his horse grazing nearby and nounted. He settled his new wife before him
and rode fromthe pool, returning to his fornmer real mthe same way he had cone.
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"By and by, Teleri and Arhanrhod returned to Caer Cadwall on where they were greeted and nade

wel come. His former friends exclainmed nuch over Teleri's ggood fortune at finding a wonan so
beautiful and wise to be his wifeé.

"Wel come hone, Teleri,' said King Cadwal | on. 'You have returned at |last. And here | waas thinkirug
that | would have to rule nmy realmalone, for | could find i no one worthy to help ne.’

"What are you saying, lordi?" asked Teleri. '"Hy Owd left before | did. He it was who killed the
BBl ack Lord.

"Ah, but it is not Hy Gwd | ~see before me,' Cadwal |l on answered, 'nor is it Hy Gwd who has
eintered ny presence arrayed in splendor with so fair and queeenly a wife.' The great king shook

his head slowy. 'The man you speaak of has not returned, and | think he never will. Therefore,
| et no mani speak of himnore. For | have found the one who is worthy above all others to share ny
throne, and whom for this reason, | desire tto elevate above all other men in ny realm Fromthis

day you are mmy own son, and as ny son you will enjoy the benefit of my power and prosperity.

"So saying, the Great King rcenmoved tthe torc fromhis own throat and placed it around Teleri's
thrcoat, thereby conferring a kingship no | ess sovereign than his own, nor~r yet |ess honorable.
Teleri could not believe his good fortune.

"Cadwal | on procl aimed a season of feasting throughout the realmand caused great rejoicingg anong
all who held himsovereign. Then he placed hal f his ki nggdom under Teleri's authority, and renoved
hinself to the other sside of his real mwhere he watched with the greatest delight and joy~ al

that Telen did. For in everything Teleri showed hinself an astuute and able king, and as Teleri's
eni nence grew, so did Cadwalloon's; and as Teleri's honor increased anong the people, so did the
grreat king"s prestige increase through that of his adopted son

"For his part, Teleri was wellil pleased with his |ot and ever | ooked to increase the great king's
honi or anong nen. But of Hy Gwyd he heard nothing nore, nor did anyy nman ever lay eyes on him
again, It was as if that man had never beeen born
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"Teleri and Arianrhod ruled long and wisely, ever exulting in their delight. And the love with

whi ch they | oved one another increased until it filled the whole of the great king's realmwith a
pot ent and powerful goodness.
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"Here ends the tale of the Great King's Son. Let himhear it who will."

125

11

On a high-skied, sunbright day in early spring we |left Dun Cruach. Snow still veiled the high
ground, but | was eager to return to Dinas Dm. The necessity of conpleting the circuit of Al bion
required a lengthy sojourn in Prydain and Cal edon. There were still many clans and settlenments to
visit in the south, and it would likely be sone tine yet before we could at last turn our steps
once nmore to Dinas Dw in the north.

My entourage had swelled in nunber since setting out. It seened that we added new nmenbers at each
pl ace visited. Dun Cruach was no exception-Cynan insisted on escorting us on our journey through
sout hern Cal edon, clainming it had been too | ong since a Gal anae king had nade the circuit. Now
that he was king it was his right; besides, it would increase his renown to be seen in the conpany
of the Aird Righ.

The real reason, | suspect, was that he just wanted to show off his new bride. But |I did not mnd
It gave us an opportunity to ride together once nore, which | enjoyed.

As before, nessengers rode before us, sunmoning the people to the king's Ilys. W made canp in the
holy places -at crossroads, at standing stones and gorsedd nounds. There | received the fealty of
the Cal edonian tribes, and-as in Prydain and Ll ogres---placed the

The Boar Hunt
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peopl e under ny authority and protection

Ever and again, ny thoughts turned toward Dinas Dw, ny splendid Water City. | wondered how the
peopl e fared, how the herds and crops were growing. | mssed the place, nmissed ny notley tribe,
and wondered if they missed ne. | longed for ny hearth and hall. The minimal pleasures of a
nonmadic life were beginning to pall-the anusenment of sleeping in a tent had | ong since worn off.
"There are only four or five tribes left to visit in the south,” Tegid offered by way of

consolation. "And as there are still very few people in Prydain at present, it will not be |ong
bef ore we begin naki ng our way north again."

"How | ong?" | asked.

"Twenty-" the bard repli ed.

"Twenty days!" | shouted. My inpatience got the better of nme.

"-or thirty," Tegid added quickly. "Perhaps nore. | cannot be certain until we have visited al

the gathering places in the south.”

"I't will be Samhain before we get hone again-if ever."

"Not at all. We should be wi thin sight of Druim Vran before Lugnasadh-wel|l before harvest tine."
He paused, al nost beaming with pleasure."W have done well. The tribes honor your Kkingship. Your
brot her kings welcone you. It is all we had hoped."

Truly, the circuit had been a triunph. As Tegid pointed out, people did accept me as Aird Righ,
and | could already see a direct benefit. After such a tinme as we had just been through with Si awn
Hy and Melclron, the Hi gh Kingship offered a substantial degree of stability-not to nention
tranquility. If observing the ancient rite of the Cylchedd had hel ped bring this about, | would do
it all over again. | would do anything to nake Al bion again what it had been when | cane.
Absol ut el y anyt hi ng.

"Way not go hunting with Bran?" Tegid suggested, stirring me frommy thoughts. "W will reach our
destination just past mdday. Bran and sone of the others are planning to explore sonme of the gane
runs Cynan has told us about. You could go with them"

"Trying to get rid of me, brother bard?"

"Yes. CGo. Please."”
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Bran was nore than happy to include ne in his hunting party. It had been a long tine since | had
ridden the hunt with him or with anyone else. "It will not do for the H gh King's spearpoints to
rust fromneglect," he remarked. | took it as a kindly way of saying he did not want ne grow ng
soft now that | sat a throne nore often than a :harging horse. Fair enough

Upon reachi ng our canping place for the night, we gathered our spears and rode to the forest. It
was just past mdday, as Tegid had said it would be, and the day was warm W struck the first
garme run 3hortly after entering the wood, but decided we would be unlikely to find anything so
near to the outer fringes of the forest, and so pressed deeper into the heart of the wood.

There were six of us in our party altogether and, upon reaching a second run, we divided oursel ves
into three groups and proceeded along the track two abreast. Bran and | rode in the center, three
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to four spear-Iengths between us; and though | could not see the others through the tangled wood,
I knew they were within easy hailing distance.

W rode in silence for sonetinme, and at | ast came upon the spoor of wild pigs. Bran di snmounted for
a closer |ook. "How many?" | asked.

Bran, kneeling on the trail, raised his head and said, "A snmall herd. Four at |east-nmaybe nore."
He stood and gl anced ahead into the shadow dappled trail. "Let us ride a little further and see
what we find."

We proceeded with caution. This is always a tense situation, for until the pigs are sighted there
is the very present danger of riding into them or overtaking them unawares. That is when accidents
happen. Many is the hunter who has had his horse cut fromunder himor worse-by a charging pig he
did not see. Wld pigs are fearless fighters and will not hesitate to attack when pressed too

cl ose-- though, like nmost aninmals, given the chance they prefer to flee.
Bran and | proceeded a short distance further down the run, and paused to listen. The air was
still in the depths of the forest; only the quick tak.tak, tak-tak of a woodpecker broke the dull

silence. Then, a little way ahead, we heard a |low, grunting huff- -which was followed by the snap
of twigs and the shifting of dry |eaves. Lowering his
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spear, Bran pointed into the dense thicket ahead and to the left of us. W waited, notionless, and
in a nonent a good-sized sow stepped onto the run before us, just beyond a sure throw. Pigs do not
see well, though their hearing is acute and their sense of smell is keen. There was no w nd,
however, and if we kept quiet there was the chance she m ght wander nearer

W wait ed.

Two piglets, snall-they had been born only days before- joined their nother on the trail. They
were joined by three nore, all of them naking snmall mew ng sounds and scanpering under the sow s
belly and between her |egs as she noved, snout down, along the run

Bran shook his head slowy; we would not take the sow and | eave the young wi thout a not her
Accordingly, we nmade to turn off the track to give thema wi de berth-a new nother feeling
protective of her young would be extrenely touchy and we had no wi sh to upset her. But, just as we
turned aside, the thicket gave a shake and out burst a huge ol d boar

He seemed nore startled than angry, for he halted in the center of the run, turning this way and
that-trying to |l ocate the source of his agitation, | suppose-before gathering hinself for a foray
in our direction. This gave us tinme to ready ourselves and we were noving forward, spears |ow,
when he charged. He cl osed the distance between us with surprising speed. W were ready, however,
and had deci ded how to take him Bran would strike the beast high in the shoulder, and | would go
for his ribs.

The boar was a doughty old warrior, wise in his strength. He nade his first charge a bluff,
breaking off at the last instant so that we were forced to reign up and wheel our nounts to keep
hi m bet ween us. Hi gh-backed, his crest bristling over his sharp shoul ders, he paused for a nonent
in the shadows, head down, tusks gl eam ng, sl obbering as he pawed the turf. The sow and her brood
had scattered, nmeanwhile, squealing as they fled down the run

Bran and | readi ed ourselves for another charge. My pul se beat in ny tenples. | felt ny bl ood
warmng to the challenge of this old boar
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Not waiting for the pig to decide the natter, we urged our horses forward to take himon the run.
The beast did not nove, but stood his ground and waited. Qur spears were al nost upon hi mwhen he
broke sharply to the left, toward ne-presenting his massive side as an easy target for nmy spear. |
drew back to throw

The boar nust have sensed the novenent, for he swerved and cane headlong at me. His legs were a
blur, and his tusks a glimrer of white in the gl oomas he drove at nme, grunting as he cane. |
braced nyself for the inpact, having already decide to |l et himcone as near as possible before

rel easing ny spear. Bran raced to join ne, hoping to get in a second strike if mne mssed.

Al'l at once, there arose a great squeal and two nore pigs darted into the run. | saw themonly as
two dark snudges speeding at an angle towards nme. Bran shouted, his cry loud with surprise.

jerked the reins back hard, and ny nount's legs all but folded under it as the creature struggled
to halt and turn itself in one swift notion

The first pig darted under the horse's rearing forehooves. The other! nanaged to ward off with a
qui ck spearthrust as it made to rip into nmy nount's flank. | got a good | ook at the beast as it
swerved aside to avoid the spear. It was a young tusker, not yet cone into its full growh: thin
in the hindquarters, and light in the chest. Yet, what it |acked in bulk, the beast nore than nmade
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up for in speed and deternination. For, no sooner had it passed one way than it charged again from
anot her .

| shouted at Bran to warn him and saw him out of the corner of ny eye, slashing at the second
pig with a short, chopping notion of the spear. The pig fell, rolled on its back, legs kicking in
the air, and then scranbled away, screanming as it fled.

This gave Bran a brief respite. He raised hinself in the saddle and called for help, his voice
ringing in the wood. | thought to give voice as well, but was soon too preoccupied to shout. The
ol d boar had passed Bran and was now behind me. | heard a snuffling grunt as he lunged forward. |
wheel ed ny horse and brought the spear down hard and fast. The bl ade caught the beast on the ridge
of tight-nuscled flesh atop his hunp.
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The spear bent and then came a |loud, splintering crack as the shaft snapped in two. The next thing
I knew | was falling sideways onto the forest floor.

| threwny leg over the saddle as | fell, and | anded hard on ny side. But at |east ny | eg was not
trapped beneath the horse. | scranbled to ny feet and dived for another spear-bundl ed behind the
saddl e of ny floundering nount.

Bran, seeing ny predicament, threw his own spear to ne. It struck the earth two paces beside nme. |
dived for it, snatched it up, and then whirled to ny horse, seizing the reins and urging it
upright. Blood flowed fromits hock and | hoped the wound was not seri ous.

"Liew " Bran shouted. A spear streaked past ny shoulder as | turned. The missile hit the charging
boar a glancing blowonly enough to turn it aside. | spun and thrust with nmy spear as it went

past, but mssed conpletely as the wily ani mal dodged aside, streanming fluid fromits nostrils and
foamfromits tusks.

Just then | heard behind nme a crashing sound, and turned to neet Enyr and Alun as they rode to our
aid. At the appearance of the newconers, the pigs turned and began raci ng away down the trail.
"They're running!" cried Alun, urging his horse to the chase.

Enyr and Bran were next away. | hooked an arm over the neck of ny nount and swung nyself up into
the saddle. An instant later I was bolting after them The pigs kept to the side of the hunting
run, |ow anong the branches, where they were hardest to reach. Qur only hope of roast pig was to
keep pace with them and strike when they broke cover and dashed into the open

We readi ed our spears and ranged oursel ves accordingly. Then, as we drew even with our fleet-
footed quarry, the hunting run turned suddenly and we found ourselves in a sunlit, branble-hedged
glade. In the center of the glade stood a dolnen: three upright stones capped by a single huge

sl ab which fornmed a roof. The dol nen was surrounded by a shallow, grass-grown ditch and ring.

The ol d boar put his head down and ran straight across the clearing, skirting the dol men and
driving into the thicket on the far
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side of the glade. H s young conpani on, however, was not so canny. The pig scurried across the
ditch and di sappeared behind the dohnen with Emyr right behind. Alun and | peel ed away, racing for
the opposite side to cut off his escape. Bran halted at the entrance to keep the brash porker from
retreating back down the run

The pig cleared the dol nen, saw us, and continued on around for the second tinme. Emyr picked him
up as he passed and gave chase. Then it was Alun's and my chance once nore. But the speedy pig
darted anong the stones and el uded us. Enyr shouted as the pig appeared on his side once nore, and
then | saw the brown blur as it rounded the ring and sped on for a third circuit.

Alun |l ofted a spear as the pig appeared once nore. The spear struck the soft ground just in front
of the young boar's jaw. The pig gave a frightened grunt and |lunged for the cover of the dol nen

st ones.

| saw it scranble into the deep shadow under the capstone-1 saw its silhouette sharp against the
bright green beyond. And then it di sappeared.

The pig sinply nelted fromsight. | sawit go. Rather, | sawit, and then | did not see it any
nore. The creature had evaporated- tusks, tail, bristles and all-Ileaving not so much as a squea
behi nd.

| saw it go and ny stonach tightened. My heart sank and | suddenly felt weak. My spear fell from
my slack fingers; | made a clunsy grab for it and missed. The spear dropped on the ground.

"Where is it?" shouted Enyr. He | ooked to Alun, who | eaned poised in the saddle with his spear
raised, ready to throw. Neither had seen the pig vanish

"The beast is hiding!" replied Alun, indicating the crevice between stones.

Cautiously, Enyr approached the dol nen and jabbed his spear beneath the capstone, thinking to
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drive the pig out. Wth trenbling fingers, | gathered the reins and turned ny nount, |eaving the
gl ade. Bran hailed me as | passed. "Have they made the kill?" he called. "Llew"
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I made no answer. Overcone by the enormity of the crisis, | could not speak. | sinply spurred ny
horse away.

"Li e VWhat has happened?" Bran called sharply.

I knew what had happened: the web between the worlds had now grown so thin and tenuous that a
frightened pig could cross the threshold in broad daylight. The bal ance between the worl ds was
skewed; the Endl ess Knot was unravelling. The Oherworid and the nanifest world | had | eft behind
were col |l apsing inward each upon the other. Chaos | ooned.

I could hear the shriek of the void loud in ny ears as | passed fromthe glade. The chill touched
ny heart-and ny hand: ny silver hand had grown cold on the end of my arm The cold spread to ny
bones. Bl ackness swarned the borders of ny vision

"Are you injured, lord?" called the Raven Chi ef behind ne~

I gnoring Bran, | rode on

| had al nost reached the edge of the forest when the others caught me. They were puzzled by ny
actions, and di sappoi nted at having to abandon the hunt. No one spoke, but | could feel their
tacit bew | dernent at ny behavior. W rode back to canp wi thout explanation and, upon di snmounting,
| turned to Bran. "Bring Tegid," | said, and ducked into ny tent.

Goewn was not there. No doubt she was away sonewhere with Tangwen. | sat down on the red oxhide
in the center of the tent, crossed ny legs, folded ny arnms across ny chest and bent ny head until
it alnpbst touched ny knees. | waited, feeling a cold tide of desperation rising within ne. If |
did not think about what | had seen, and what it meant, | could keep the tide from overwhel m ng
ne.

"Hurry, Tegid," | nurnured, rocking slowy back and forth.

In this way | held the tide at bay and kept it from swall owi ng ne

and carrying me away. | do not know how nuch tinme passed, but |

heard the brushing tread of a step at the doorway and then felt a

presence beside ne. | opened ny eyes and rai sed ny head.

Tegi d was bendi ng over me, concern creasing his brow "I am
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here, brother," he said softly. "The hunt went well?"

I shut ny eyes again and shook ny head. When | did not reply, he said, "Wat has happened?" He
paused. "Llew, tell me. \Wat has happened?"

I raised ny silver hand to him "It is cold, Tegid. Like ice.”

He bent down and touched the netal hand thoughtfully. "It feels the same to ne," he offered,
strai ghtening once nore. "Tell ne about the hunt."

"Three pigs," | began, haltingly. "They gave us a good hunt. W chased themdeep into the forest.
One escaped. W followed two into a clearing. There was a dolnmen and ring. W chased one of the
pi gs around the dol nen and... and then it disappeared.”

"The dol men?”

| cast a quick, disgusted glance at the bard to see if he was baiting me. "The pig. The pig

di sappeared. | saw it go, and | know where it went."

"Did the others see it?" he asked.

"That is hardly the point-is it?" | spat.

Tegi d wat ched ne cl osely.

"l have seen the pig before,” | told him "Before | came to Albion, | sawthat pig. It is just

Ii ke the aurochs, you see?"

Tegid did not see. How could he? So | explained to himabout the aurochs-the aurochs we had hunted
on our flight to Findargad, and which had di sappeared into a mound the sane way the pig had

vani shed.

"But we killed it," Tegid protested. "We ate its nmeat and it fed us."

"There were two!" | said. "One disappeared and the other we killed. That aurochs is what brought
Sinmon and me to Al bion; the one we chased was the one that brought us. And the pig | chased today
was the one | saw before | cane."”

Tegi d shook his head slowy. "I hear you, brother, but | still do not understand why this upsets
you," he said. "It is unfortunate, but-"

"Unfortunate!"”
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Tegid stood | ooking at ne for a nmonent, then sat down facing
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me. He settled hinself, and said, "If you want nme to understand, you nust tell ne what it neans."
He spoke slowy, but crisply. He was restraining hinself, but with obvious effort.

"I't neans," | said, closing ny eyes again, "that Nettles was wong. The balance is not restored.
The Knot-the Endless Knot is still unravelling."
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Though Tegid and | talked at length, I was unable to make himgrasp the significance of the

vani shing pig. Probably | could not explain properly, or at least in a way he coul d understand. He
seermed wi |l ling enough, but my explanation | acked sone el enment crucial to persuasion. | could not
make hi m see the danger.

"Tegid," | said at last, "it is late and | amtired. Let us get sonmething to eat."

Tegi d agreed that mght be best; he rose stiffly, and left the tent. d oom and doom had so
perneated my thoughts that | was amazed to find a stunning sunset in progress-pink, carnelian
copper, wi ne and fuchsia flung in gorgeous splashes agai nst a radiant hyacinth sky. | blinked ny
eyes and stood staring at it for a nmonent. The air was warmstill, with just a hint of evening's
chill. Soon the stars would conme out, and we would be treated to yet another spectacle of al npst
staggering grandeur.

Through all its travails, Albion still endured. How was that possible? Wiat preserved it? Wat
sustained it in the very teeth of cataclysm and di saster?

"What do you see?" asked Goewyn softly.

"I see a mracle," | replied. "I see it and | wonder how such things can endure."
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Upon seeing Tegid enmerge fromthe tent, Goewyn had qui ckened her step to neet ne. She had kept
herself away fromthe tent while Tegid and | tal ked, but now she was eager to di scover the subject
of our discussion. "Are you hungry?" she asked, taking ny flesh hand in hers. She did not say that
she had been waiting long; the curiosity in her dark brown eyes was evi dent enough

"I amsorry," | told her. "I did not nean to exclude you. Tegid and | were tal king. You should
have joined us."
"When a king and his bard hold council, no one nmust intrude," she replied. There was no irritation

in her tone, and | realized that despite her curiosity, which was only natural, she would have
fought anyone who tried to disturb us.

"Next time | will send for you, CGoewyn," | said. "I amsorry. Forgive nme."

"You are troubled, Llew. " She reached a cool hand to ny forehead and snoothed ny hair back. "Walk
Take your ease. | will have food brought to the tent and await you there."

"No, walk with ne. | do not want to be al one just now."

So we wal ked together a while. W did not tal k. Goewyn's undenandi ng presence was a balmto ny
agitated spirit, and | began to relax sonewhat. As the stars began to waken in the sky, we
returned to the tent. "Rest now | will see that food is brought." She noved away, and | watched

her go. My heart soared to see her in notion. | loved every curving |ine.

My nel ancholy lifted at once. Here was love and life, full and free before me. Here was a sou
shining |li ke a beacon flanme, shining for ne. | wanted to gather her in nmy arns and hold her for
ever.

Never | eave ne, Goewyn.

Entering the tent once nore, | found Tegid and Bran waiting. Tegid had al so rousted Cynan from his

tent and brought him along. Rushlights had been Iit and placed on stands around the perineter of
the tent, casting a rosy glow over the interior. They ceased tal king when | appear ed.

"This was not necessary, Tegid," | told him
"You are troubled, brother," the bard replied. "I have failed to
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consol e you, so | brought your chieftains to attend you."

I thanked themall for conming, and insisted that it was not necessary to attend ne. "l have Goewn
to console ne," | explained.

"It is unfortunate that the pig got away,'

Bran synpat hi zed. "But we can find anot her one
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tonorrow. "

"The hunting runs are full of them" offered Cynan hel pfully.

Shaki ng my head gently, | tried once nore to explain. "It is not the pig. | do not care about the
pig. It is what the pig' s disappearance represents that worries ne. Do you see that?"

| could tell by the way they | ooked at ne they did not see that at all. | tried again.

"There is trouble," | said. "There is a balance between this world and my world, and that bal ance
has been disturbed. | thought defeating Siawn Hy and Meldron woul d restore the bal ance-Nettl es

t hought so, too. But he was wong, and now. "

The bl ank stares brought mnmy lecture to an abrupt halt. | had | ost them again.

"If there is trouble, we will soon know it," Bran suggested. "And we will conquer it."

Spoken like a fighting man. "It is not that kind of trouble," | answered.

"W are nore than a match for any eneny," Cynan boasted. "Let it cone. There is no eneny we cannot
def eat . "

"It is not that sinple, Cynan." | sighed, shaking nmy head again. "Believe me, | wish it were."
Tegi d, desperate to hel p, observed, "The Banfaith's prophecy has proven true through all things.
Al'l that has happened, and all that is yet to happen, is contained in the prophecy."”

"There, you see?" agreed Cynan with satisfaction. "There is nothing to worry about. W have the
prophecy to guide us if trouble should cone. There is nothing to worry about."

"You do not understand," | said wearily. It was as if a gulf stood between us-a gulf as w de and
deep as that which separates the worlds, perhaps. Maybe there was no way for themto cross that
gap. If Professor Nettleton were here, he would know what to say to nake
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them understand. Nettles would know what it neant... or would he? He had been wrong about ny
remai ning in Al bion; obviously there was still some work for me to finish. Then agai n, maybe he

was right; maybe it was ny lingering presence that was causing the trouble.

| alnost groaned with the effort of trying to make sense of it. Wy, oh why, was this so
difficult?

"If it is understanding we |ack," the bard exhorted, "then let us |ook to the prophecy." Pressing
the pal nms of his hands together, he touched his fingertips to his |lips and drew a deep breath.
Closing his eyes, he began, speaking with quiet intensity, to declaimthe prophecy given nme by
Gnenl lian, Banfaith of Ynys Sci

I needed no help in recalling the prophecy; | renenbered the Banfaith's words as if they were
engraved on ny heart. Still, each time | heard those stern, unforgiving words spoken aloud, | felt
the thrill in ny gut. This tinme it was nore than a thrill, however; | felt the distinct tug of a
power beyond ny ken bearing ne al ong-destiny, perhaps? | do not know. But it was as if | was
standing on a seastrand with the tide flowing around nme; | could feel its irresistible pull.
Events |i ke waves had gathered and now were noving, bearing nme along. | could resist-1 could swm

against the tide-but | would be carried al ong anyway in the end.

Tegid cane to the end of the recitation, saying, "Before Albion is One, the Hero Feat nust be
perfornmed and Silver Hand nust reign.”

This |l ast seened to pl ease both Bran and Cynan i nmensely. Bran nodded sagely, and Cynan folded his
arns across his chest as if he had carried the day. "Silver Hand reigns!" he decl ared proudly.
"And when the Cylchedd is conplete, Albion will be united once again under the Aird Righ."

"That is surely the way of it," enthused Bran

I remai ned unconvi nced, but had run out of argunments. Then Goewyn arrived with one of her nmidens
bringi ng our supper, and so | decided to let the natter rest for the tine being. If anything were
seriously wong, Professor Nettleton would surely return to tell me so, or send a nmessage to ne
sonehow.
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"Let us hope that is the way of it," | agreed reluctantly, and then disn ssed themto their own
tents and to their rest.

"W will remain vigilant, lord," Bran vowed as he left. "That is all we can do."

"True, Bran. Very true."

He and Cynan filed out, followed by Tegid, who, though he appeared anxious to tell ne sonething,
merely gazed at Goewyn for a nonment, bade her a good night's rest, and went out, |eaving us alone
to share our neal and ny m sery.

"Eat sonething, husband,"” Goewyn prodded gently. "A man cannot think or fight on an enpty

st onach. "

She lifted a bow under ny nose. The aroma of boiled neat in thick, salty broth nade ny nouth
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wat er. Taking the bow in ny silver hand, | dipped nmy fingers in and began eating. My nmind turned
again to the harsh promnises of the prophecy, and | ate in silence, ignoring Goewn as she sat
directly before ne.

"Here, ny love," she said after a tinme, drawing ne fromny thoughts. "For you." | |ooked up to see
her break a snmall |oaf of brown bread in her hands. She snmiled, extending half the |oaf to ne.

A smal|l gesture: her hand reaching out to ne-as if she would thwart all the unknown hazards of the
future with a bit of broken bread-it was so humble and trifling agai nst such overwhel i ng
uncertainty. Yet, in that monment, it was enough.

The next day we resuned the circuit, and all went as it had before. Nothing terrible happened. The
earth did not open before our feet and swall ow us whole; the sky did not fall; the sun did not
deviate fromits appointed course. And, when evening cane, the noon rose to shed a friendly |ight
upon the land. All was as it shoul d be.

After a few such uneventful days, | began to persuade myself that the wild pig' s di sappearance was
merely a lingering ripple in the disturbance caused by Sinon and Meldron; a sinple, snmall

i solated event, it foreshadowed no great catastrophe. Al bion was healing itself, yes, but it would
be unrealistic to expect everything to return to nornmal overni ght. Undoubtedly, the healing
process woul d go on
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for along time. And after all, my reign was, as Cynan and Tegid inplied, a mgjor elenment of that

recovery. How could | think otherw se?

Maf far, sweetest of seasons, had run its course full and fair, and Gyd, season of sun, was well
begun before we at last turned the wagons north. | was glad to have nade the circuit, but nore so
now that it was finished. | missed Dinas Dm and all the friends we had | eft behind. And I wanted
to see what had been acconplished in ny absence

The southern |l eg of our journey conpleted, Cynan and Tangwen bade us farewell, but not before
extracted a pronmise to winter with us in Dinas Dw. "Favor us with the pleasure of your conpany.
Qur hall is a cowbyre conpared to yours," | declared. "And it is as cold beside the hearth as on
the hilltop when the snow drifts deep. But it would be |ess wetched if you would deign to share
our neager fare.”

"M ananl" Cynan cried. "Do you expect nme to refuse such a generous offer? See the cups are
filled, brother-it is Cynan Machae at your gate when the wind hows in the roof-trees!"

He and Tangwen returned to Dun Cruach, and we proceeded on to Sam Cathnmail. Once we had set our
faces towards hone, ny inpatience knew no bounds. W could not nove swiftly enough. Each day's

di stance brought us no nearer, or so it seened to nme, yet with every step nmy eagerness increased;

like thirst burning in a parched throat, | ached with it.

It was not until the land began to lift and | saw the high hills glinmering in the blue heat haze
that | began to feel we were at last returning. On the day |I saw Mon Dubh, | could contain nyself
no longer. | rode ahead, with Goewyn at ny side, and would likely have left the others far behind

if Tegid had not prevented us.
"You cannot return this way,"
ready a proper wel come."
"Just seeing Dinas Dw again is welcone enough for nme," | insisted. "W could have been there by
now i f you had not stopped us. W will go ahead. Let the rest cone along in their own good tine."
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He shook his head firmy. "One nore day, then you will enter your city and receive the wel conme due
a king. I will send Enyr ahead to prepare the way for you." He turned a deaf ear to ny protests
and insisted, "W have observed the rite without flaw. Let us conplete it |ikew se."

Goewyn sided with him "Let it be as your w se bard advises," she urged. "It is only one nore day,
and your people will be grateful for the opportunity of anticipating the return of their king and
wel comi ng you back in a manner worthy of your rank."

So, Enmyr Lydaw was sent ahead to announce our arrival. | spent one nore night in a tent on the
trail. Like a child on the eve of a celebration, | was too excited to sleep. | lay in the tent,
tossing this way and that, and finally rose and went out to walk away ny restl essness.

It was dark, the nmoon high overhead and bright. The canp was quiet. | heard a tawny ow calling,
and the answering call of its mate a short distance away. | | ooked up at the sound and saw a
ghostly shape flickering through the treetops. The surrounding hills were softly outlined against
a sky of silver-flecked jet. Al was dark and quiet and as it should be-except for one smal
detail: a spark-bright glinmrer on the crest of a faraway hill

he sai d when he had caught up with us. "Allow your people to nmake
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| watched for a nonment before realizing what it was: a beacon. In the sane instant, | felt a chill
in my silver hand; a sharp cold stab
I turned to scan the hilltops behind nme, but saw no answering flare. | wondered what the signa

fire betokened, and thought to fetch Tegid fromhis bed to showit to him But the beacon faded
and, with its departure, nmy own certainty of what | had seen. Perhaps it was nothing nore than the
campfire of hunters; or maybe Scatha had set watchers along the ridge to warn of our approach

Stal king the perineter of the canp, | spoke briefly with the guards at the horse picket, but they
had seen nothing. | finished ny inspection of the canp and returned to ny tent. | lay down on the
fleece and fell asleep listening to Goewyn's deep, slow breathing.

| awakened early the next norning, dressed quickly, and proceeded to nake a general nuisance of
mysel f by urging everyone
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to hurry. W were but a day's march fromDruim Vran, and with all speed we would reach the | ake at
sunset and dine at Dinas Dw that night.

By nmidday | could see the dark |line of Raven Ridge, and | thought we would never arrive.
Nevert hel ess, as the sun began sinking lowin the west, we entered the broad plain spreading
before the ridgewal|. The shadow of the gorsedd nound stretched | ong across the plain and the

| oomi ng mass of Druim Vran soared above it.

Al'l along the ridge stood the people, ny people, waiting to wel cone us hone. My heart soared at
the sight.

"Listen," said Goewyn, tilting her head. "They are singing."

W were too far away to hear the words, but the voices fell like a fine sweet rain splashing down
fromon high. |I halted on the trail, swivelled in the saddle, and called to Tegid, "Do you hear?
What are they singing?"

He rode to join ne and halted to listen a nmonent, then smiled. "It is Arianrhod's Geeting," he
said. "It is the song Arianrhod sings to her |over when she sees himsailing over the waves to
rescue her."

"I's it?" | wondered. "I have never heard that story,"” | said.

"It is a beautiful tale," Tegid said. "I will sing it to you sone tine."

| turned my face to the heights and listened to the glad sound. | would not have imagi ned that the
sight of ny people standing along the ridgewall and singing their welcome to the valley bel ow
could touch ne so deeply. My eyes grew misty with tears at the sound; truly, | had come hone.
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"Hie! He!" cried Goewyn as she gall oped past. "I thought you were eager to reach hone!" she
shout ed.

I lashed my mount to speed and raced after her. She gained the ridgewall before ne and, without
sl ackeni ng her pace, flew straight up the track. | followed in a hail of dust and pebbl es thrown

up by the horses' hooves, but could not catch her. She reached the top first and slipped fromthe
saddl e, turning to await ne.

"Wl comre hone, 0 King," she said.

| threw a | eg over the neck of ny horse and slid to the ground beside her. "Lady, | claima

wel cone kiss," | said, pulling her to me. The crowd cane running to nmeet us, and we were soon
pressed on every side by eager well.w shers.

VWhat a glad greeting it was! The turmult was heartfelt and | oud, the reception dizzying. W were
soon engul fed in a heady whirl of welconme. Scatha appeared in the forefront of the press. She
sei zed her daughter in her arns and held her; Pen..y-Cat hugged me next, clasping ne tightly to
her, and, taking my hand and one of Goewyn's, she gazed at us with shining eyes and decl ared,
"Wl come, ny children, | give you good greeting."

She ki ssed us both, and held us together before her while her eyes drank in the sight. "I have
m ssed you both," she said. Then, fixing
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each one of us in her gaze, she asked, "It is just the two of you?"

"Still just two," ny bride told her nother. She squeezed ny hand.
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"Well," Scatha allowed, "you are no |l ess welcone. | have |onged for you every day."

We enbraced again, and | glinpsed the crannog in the | ake beyond. "I see that Dinas Dw has
survived in our absence."

"Survived?" booned Cal bha, wadi ng towards us through the crowd to stand before us. The Ravens we
had | eft behind followed at his heels. "W have thrived! Welconme back, Silver Hand," he said,
gripping ny arms. "You have fared wel|?"

"W have fared exceedingly well, Calbha," | answered. "The circuit of the land is conplete. Al is
well."

"Tonight we will celebrate your return," Scatha announced. "In the hall, the wel cone cup awaits."
Thanks to Tegid's foresight, Scatha and Cal bha had had tinme to prepare a feast for our return
Trailing well-wi shers, we nade our way down to the city on the lake; in the golden light of a
setting sun Dinas Dm seened to ne a gemaglow in a broad, shining band.

At the | akeshore, we clinbed into boats and paddl ed qui ckly across to the crannog, where we were
wel comed by those who had stayed behind to attend to the preparations.

The tang of roasting nmeat reached us the instant we stepped fromthe boats. Two whol e oxen and six
pigs were dripping fat over pits of charcoal; ale vats had been set up outside the hail, and skins
of mead poured into bows. At our approach, a dozen nmidens took up gold and silver bow s and ran
to meet us.

"Wl come, Great King," said a dinpled, sniling maid, raising the bow to ne. "Too | ong have you
been absent fromyour hearth, lord. Drink deep and take your ease," she said prettily, and it
melted ny heart to hear it.

| accepted the bow, lifted it to ny lips, and drank the sweet, golden nectar. It was flavored
with anise and warnmed ny throat as it slid silkily over ny tongue. | declared it the finest drink
| had ever tasted, and passed the bow to Goewyn. The king having drunk, the remaining bow s,

cups, and jars could be distributed; this was done
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at once and the feast began.

No one was happier than Ito be back hone. | |ooked long on the hall, and on the happy faces of al
those | had left behind. They were ny people, and | was their king. | truly felt | had cone hone,
that my absence had pai ned, and that ny return was pleasing.

It was not until | stood before my own hall with the taste of herbed nead in ny nouth and the
shouts of acclaimloud in ny ears that | realized Tegid' s wisdomin proposing the circuit. In
going out like a king, | had becone a king indeed. | belonged to the | and now, heart and soul, |
was part of it. In sone ancient, nystical way, the circuit united ny spirit with Albion and its
people. | felt nmy soul expand to enbrace those around ne, and | renenbered all those | had net in
the course of ny circuit of the land. As | |oved those around ne, | loved themall. They were ny

people, and | was their king.

| saw Tegid standing a little distance apart with a bow to his Iips, surrounded by his Mbinogi
He sensed ne watching himand | owered the bow, smling. The crafty bard knew what had happened.
He knew full well the effect circuit and homeconi ng woul d have on ny soul. He smiled at ne over
the bowl and raised it to me, then drank again. Ch yes, he knew

Goewyn pressed the bow into ny hands once nore and | raised it to Tegid and drank to him Then
Goewyn and | shared a drink. Garanaw, who had stayed behind to help Scatha train the young
warriors, cane and greeted ne like a brother. We drank together then, and | enbarked upon a |ong
round of drinking the health of all ny |ong.absent friends.

Food fol |l owed, nounds of bread and cakes, and crackling joints of roast neat, great steamn ng
caul drons full of |eeks, marrows, and cabbages. It was a splendid feast: eating by torchlight
under the stars, the night dark and warm around us.

After we had eaten, Tegid brought out his harp and we drifted away on w ngs of song. Under his
peerl ess touch, the skyvault becane a vast Seeing Bowl filled with the bl ack oak water of al
possibilities, each star a glimering pronm se. Dawn was glinting in
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the east when we finally made our way to bed, but we slept the sleep of deep contentnent.

W bade farewell to Cal bha a few days later. lie was anxious to return to his lands in Liogres and
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establish hinself and his people before Sollen set in. | did not envy himthe work he faced. |
made certain he took a large portion of seed grain and neal, and the best of the pigs, sheep and
cattle to begin new herds. | gave himeverything he woul d need to see himthrough the first

winter, and we parted with vows of everlasting friendship, and prom ses to visit one another
often. He and the remant of his tribe left with a dozen wagons piled high with provisions, tools
and weapons.

As Cal bha had said, Dinas Dwm prospered in our absence. The crops and herds had flourished, the
peopl e hac plenty and were content. The horror | oosed by the Geat Hound M-l dron was fading, and
with it the tainting abom nation of his reign.

Havi ng conpl eted the Cylchedd of the land, | was not content to sit on ny throne and watch the
worl d go by. Indeed, | was nore eager than ever to be a good king. As the warm days passed,

found nysel f wondering what | might do to benefit ny people. What could | give then?

My bard suggested | give themw se | eadership, but | had in mnd sonething nore tangible: an
engineering feat like a bridge, or a road. Neither seened quite right. If a road, where would it
go? And if a bridge, what body of water needed spanni ng?

I anbl ed around for a couple of days trying to | ecide what sort of endeavor would serve the people
best. And, as luck would have it, one norning | was wal ki ng anong the sheds ani work huts on the

| akeshore when | heard the slow, heavy nunble of the grinding wheel. | turned and |ifted ny eyes
fromthe path to see two wonen bent over a mmssive doubl e wheel of stone. One woman turned the
upper stone with a staff while the other poured dried grain into the hole in the center. They saw
me wat chi ng and greeted ne.

"Please continue,"” | said, "I do not wish to interupt your work."
They resuned their |labor and | watched the arduous process. |
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saw their slender backs bent and their shapely arms straining to turn the heavy stone. It was hard
work for neal which would be eaten in a nonent, and there would be nore grain to grind tonorrow.
When they finished, the wonen collected the flour fromaround the stone, using a straw whisk to
sweep every last fleck into their bag. They bade nme farewell then, and left. No sooner was the
grindstone idle, however, than two nore wonen appeared and, taking grain fromthe storehouse, they
al so began to grind their flour

This was no new chore in Dinas Dim. It had been performed in just this way since before anyone
could remenber, probably since the first harvest had been gathered and dried. But this was the
first time | had seen it as the back-breaking labor it was. And so | arrived at the boon I would

give ny people. | would give thema mll.

Anmll! Such a sinple thing, rudimentary really. Yet, a wonder if you do not have one. And we did
not have one. Neither did anyone else. So far as | knew there had never been a grain mll in

Al bi on. Wien | thought of how nuch time and energy would be saved, | wondered | had not thought of
it before. And, after the mll, | could see other, perhaps nore exalted ventures. The mill was
just the beginning, but it was as good a project as any to begin wth.

Returning to the crannog, | called ny wise bard to ne. "Tegid," | said, "1 amgoing to build a
mll. And you are going to help nme."

Tegid peered at me sceptically and pulled on his lower lip

"You know," | explained, "a mll-with stones for grinding grain."

He | ooked slightly puzzled, but agreed that, in principle at least, a mll was a fine thing to
bui | d.

"No, | do not nean a pair of grindstones turned by hand. These stones will be much bigger than
that."

"How bi g?" he wondered, eyeing me narrowy.

"Huge. Enornous! Big enough to grind a whole season's supply Df grain in a few days. Wat do you
t hi nk?"

Thi s appeared to confound Tegid all the nore. "A worthy ambition, indeed," he replied. "Yet, |
cannot help thinking that grindstones so |large would be very difficult to nove. Are you
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suggesti ng oxen?"

"No," | told him "I am not suggesting oxen."

"Good," he remarked with sonme relief. "Oxen nmust be fed and-"

"l am suggesting water."

"Wat er ?"

. "Exactly. It is to be a water nmill."
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The bewi | derment on his face was wonderful. | laughed to see it.

. He drew breath to protest, but | said, "It is a sinple invention frommy world. But it

will work here. Let ne show you what | nean.”

I knelt and drew ny knife. After scratching a fewlines in the dirt, | said, "This is the stream
that flows into the lake." | drew a wavy circle. "This is the | ake."

Tegi d gazed at the squiggles and nodded.

"Now then." | drew a square on the stream "If we put a damat this place-"

"If we nake a dam at that place, the streamw || flood the neadow and the water will not reach the
| ake. "

"True," | agreed. "Unless the water had a way past the dam You see, we make a weir with a very

narrow opening and | et the water out slow y-through a revolving wheel. A wheel nade of paddles."
drew a crude wheel with flat paddles, and indicated with ny hand how the water woul d push the
paddl es and turn the wheel. "Like so. See? And this turning wheel is joined to the grindstone."
| aced nmy fingers to suggest cogs meshing and turning.

Tegi d nodded shrewdly. "And as the wheel turns, it turns the grindstone."

"That is the way of it."

Tegid frowned, gazing at the lines in the dirt. "I assume you know how this can be acconpli shed?"
he said at |ast.

"Indeed," | stated confidently. "I nean, | think so."

"This is a marvel | would like to see." Tegid frowned at the dirt drawi ng and asked, "But will it

not make the people |azy?"

"Never fear, brother. The people have nore than enough to keep them busy w thout having to grind
every single seed by hand. Trust ne."
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Tegid straightened. "So be it. How will you proceed?"

"First we will select the place to build the weir." | stood, replacing ny knife in ny belt. "I
coul d use your advice there."

"When will you begin?"

"At once."

We | eft the crannog and wal ked out along the | akeshore to the place where the stream whi ch passed
under the ridgewall flowed into the | ake. Then we followed the streamtowards the ridge. W wal ked
al ong the stream pausing now and then to allow Tegid to | ook around. At a place about hal fway to
the ridgewal | -where the stream energed from deeply-cl eft banks at the edge of the woods which rose
up on the slopes of Druim Vran, the bard stopped.

"This," Tegid said, tapping the ground with his staff, "is the place | deem best for your water
mil."

The | ocation seened | ess than pronmising to me. "There is no place for a weir," | pointed out. |
had envisaged a flat, calmnill pond, with brown trout sporting in dappl ed shade-not a steep-

banked sl ope on a hill.

"The weir will be easily dug here," Tegid maintained. "There is wood and stone within easy reach
and this is where the water begins its race to the |ake."

| studied the waterfiow for a noment, |ooking back along the course of the streanm | considered
t he wooded sl opes and the stony banks. Tegid was right, it would a good place for a mll.
Different fromwhat 1'd had in mnd, but a rmuch better use of gravity to turn the mll wheel and
much less difficulty in keeping the water fromfl oodi ng the nmeadow. | wondered what the shrewd
bard knew about such things as gravity and hydraulics.

"You are right. This is the place for us. Here we will build our mlIIl."

Wirk began that same day. First, | had the site cleared of brush. Wile that was being done,
searched for a way to draw sone of ny ideas, settling for a sharpened pine twig and a sl ab of
yel | ow beeswax, and | began educating ny master-buil der, a man named Huel Gadarn, in the ways of
wat er-powered mlls. He was quick as he was clever; | had only to scratch a few lines on the
beeswax and he
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grasped not only the formof the ting | was drawing but, often as not, the concept behind it as
well. 'fle only aspect of the procedure he found baffling was how t he power~the water wheel was
transferred to the giant grinding-stones. But th difficulty owed nore to my poor skill in
sketching a gear than to an failing on Huel's part.

Next we built a small npdel ofhe mIl out of twigs and bark and clay. Wen that was finished, |
v~s satisfied that Huel had all the various elements of the operation irmy under his comuand. |
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had no fear that, given time and incinaon, Huel the master-builder could build the mlIl hinself.
W were redy to proceed.

Once the site was cleared, we~ould begin excavating the weir. But then it rained.

| spent the first day drawi ni various kinds of gears. On the second day | started pacing. By te
fourth day, which dawned just as grey and wet as the three befor it~ | was pacing and cursing the
weat her. Goewyn endured ne as Ing as she could, but finally grew exasperated and inforned ne
thati o grindstone, however huge, was worth the aggravation | was cau~g. She then sent ne away to
do ny stalking, as she called it, el sewere.

| spent a wet, restless day inhe hail, listening to idle talk and itching to be at the building
site. ~ortunately, the next day dawned clear and bright, and we were ale, at last-and with
Goewyti's enphatic blessing-to begin diging the foundations for Al bion's new wonder~ the Aird
Righ's MII.

51

14

Through Maffar's | ong days of warmth and bliss the Year's Weel slowy revolved. Rhyll came on in
a shinmering blaze, but the gol den days and sharp, cool nights quickly dulled. The high color
faded and the | and withered beneath wi ndy grey skies and cold, drenching rain.

Qur harvest, so bountiful the previous year, yielded | ess than anticipated due to the rain. Day
after day, we watched the skies, hoping for a break in the weather and a few sunny days to dry the

grain. Rot set in before we could gather it all. It was no disaster, thanks to the bounty of the

| ast harvest, but still a disappointnment.

Progress on the m Il slowed, and | grew restive. Wth Sollen's icy fingers stretching towards us,

I was anxious to get as nuch finished as possible before the snow stopped us. | drove Huel and his
workers relentlessly. Sometines, if the rainfall was not heavy, | nade themwork through it. As
the days grew shorter, | grew nore frantic and demanding. | had torches and braziers brought to

the site so that we could work after dark

Tegid finally intervened; he approached nme one night when | returned shivering froma wi ndy day in
the rain. "You have acconplished a great deal,” he affirned, "but you go too far. Look around you
Silver Hand; the days are short and the light is not good. How nuch | onger do you think the sky
wi Il hold back the snow?

I ntruders
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Conme, it is time to take your rest.”

"And just abandon the mill? Abandon all we have done? Tegid, you are tal king nonsense."

"Did | tell you to abandon anything?" he sniffed. "You can begin again as soon as Gyd clears the
skies once nore. Nowis the time for rest, and for nore pl easurable pursuits indoors."

"Just a few nore days, Tegid. It is not going to hurt anyone."

"W negl ect the seasons to our peril,” he replied stiffly.
"There will be plenty of tinme for |azing around the hearth, never fear."
Riding out to the building site early the next norning, | regretted those words. W had worked

hard, very hard; but the m |l had been begun late in the season and now t he weat her had turned
against us. It was absurd of ne to expect nen to work in the dark, wet, and cold, and | was a foo
for demanding it of them

Wrse, | was becoming a tyrant: self-indulgent, insensitive~ obsessive and oppressive. M great

| abor - savi ng boon had so far produced nothing but plenty of extra work for everyone.

My wi se bard was right The tinme-honored rhythm of the seasons, of work and play and rest, served
the purpose of balance in the sacred pattern of life. | had tipped the scales too far, and it was
time for me to put it right.

The day had dawned crisp, the sunlight thin, but bright; the chill east wind tingled the nostrils
with the fresh scent of snow. Yes, | thought as | canme upon the vacant site, it was tine to cease
work for the winter. | disnounted, and wal ked around, inspecting the excavations, waiting for Hue
and his builders to arrive.

Despite the incessant del ays, we had nade good progress on the construction: a shallow weir had
been dug and lined with stone; the foundations, both tinber and stone, for the mll house had been
established. In the spring, we would quarry the huge grindstones, and set themin place-the mll
house woul d be rai sed around them The wheel would be built and then the shafts and gears

attached. If all went well, | reflected, the mll would be ready to grind its first grain by
harvest tine next year.
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Preoccupied with these plans, | wandered around the diggings and sl oWy becane aware of a peculi ar
sound, faint and far away, but distinct in the crisp autum air: a slow, rhythmc thunmp-1ike
stones falling onto the earth at regular intervals. What is nore, | realized with a start that |
had been hearing it for sone tine.

| glanced quickly towards the ridge trail, but saw no one. | held nyself completely still and
Iistened. But the sound was gone now. Intrigued, | renmounted nmy horse and rode up the slope of the
ridge and into the wood. | paused to listen. There was nothing but the whisper of the wind in bare
br anches.

Turni ng away, | thought | heard the soft thudding pat of running steps on the path ahead-just a
hint and then the wind stole the sound away again. Raising nyself in the saddle, | called out,
"Who is it?" | paused. No answer cane. | shouted again, nore loudly, "W is there?"

Lifting the reins, |I rode forward, slowy, through the cl ose-grown pines and came upon one of the
many tracks leading to the top of the ridge. Following the track, | gained the ridgeway and
proceeded along the top of the ridge. Alnost at once, | came upon a footprint in the danp earth.

The print appeared fresh-at |east, rain had not degraded it overnight; a swift search reveal ed a
few nore | eading into the wood

| turned fromthe trail, proceeding cautiously towards the edge of the ridge, and i nmedi ately cane
upon an enornous heap of tinber:

fallen branches and | ogs fetched fromthe wood and thrown into a pile at the very edge of the
ridge. The place was well chosen, screened fromthe trail behind by the trees, yet open to the
val | ey beyond. There was no sign of anyone about, so |I disnobunted and wal ked to the woodpil e.
Scores of footprints tracked the danp earth, and on closer scrutiny | observed the prints of at

| east three different people. The immense size of the heap astonished nme. It was the work of nany

days-or many hands. Either way, | did not like it. An intruder had rai sed a beacon on our very

t hr eshol d.

I whirled fromthe beacon-heap and vaulted into the saddle. | snapped the reins and urged ny nount
to speed, skirted the beacon
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md gal | oped along the ridgeway until | reached a place where | could ook down on either side of

the ridge: on one side, the valley with its brown fields and the long slate-grey |lake with the
crannog in the enter; on the other side, the gravenound beside the river, and the enpty plain
spreadi ng beyond.

I released ny breath through clenched teeth. | had hal f-expected to see Meidron's nassed war host,
risen again, streaming into the valley. But all was still and silent.

Even so, | sat in the saddle for a tinme, looking and listening. The clouds shifted and the |ight
dimed. A cold, nisty rain began drizzling out of the darkening sky. The wind caught it and sent
it swirling. | turned away fromthe ridgeway and started back down the trail to the lake. | had

al nrost reached the | ake path when | nmet the worknen conming up to the mill.

"Go back to your famlies,” | told them "Sollen has begun; it is time we took our ease.”

The workmen were nuch relieved to hear ne say this. So it surprised ne to have Hue! instantly
appeal against the decision. "Lord," said ny naster-builder, "allow us but one nore day to secure
the site against the snows to conme. It will save nmuch | abor when the sun returns and work
resunes. "

"Very well,"” | told him "Do what you think best. But after today there will be no nore work unti
Gyd. "
Leaving themto continue on their way, | returned to the crannog. Tegid was standing at the hearth

inthe hall, and | sent Enyr to fetch Bran. The bard noticed ny agitation at once. "Wat has
happened?" he asked.

| thrust ny hands towards the fire. My silver hand glowed with the Iight of the flanmes, and ny

fl esh hand began to warm | |ooked at the gleaning silver, cold and stiff as a chunk of ice on the
end of ny arm Wiy was it so col d?

"Li ew?" Tegid placed a hand on ny shoul der.

"There is a beacon on the ridge." | turned to regard him H s dark eyes were intense, but he
showed no other sign of alarm"It is on the ridgeway above the mlIl."
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"Did you see anyone?"

"Not a soul. But | heard a sound-wood thrown onto the heap, | think. And | saw footprints: three
men at | east, nmamybe nore. Soneone has gone to a great deal of effort, Tegid."

Bran arrived just then, and | repeated what | had just told Tegid. The bard stared at the flanes,
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stroking his chin. Bran scow ed as he listened and, when | had finished, said, "I will take the
war band and search the woods and ridge. If the footprints are fresh, the men cannot have travell ed
far. W will find those who have done this and bring them back to face you."

The Chief Bard continued to gaze into the flanes. Bran was waiting for an answer. "Yes," | told
him "Raise the warband at once. W will begin at the beacon-"

Tegid raised his head. "It is not for you to go," he said softly. | started to object, but he gave
a slight shake of his head; he did not like to contradict me in front of Bran. Recalling our

previ ous di scussion concerning kings chasing crimnals, | understood his hesitation and rel ented
"Ready the nen," | commanded, and told himwhere to find the beacon. "You can start there." The
Chi ef Raven gave his assent and nmade to turn away. | caught himby the sleeve. "Find them Bran
Track them down, and bring themto ne. | would know who has done this and why."

A nonment |ater Bran's voice resounded through the hall as he chose the nmen who were to acconpany
him A group numbering twenty or so left the hall at once-to startled speculation a!! around.
Turning once nore to Tegid, | said, "I will ride with themonly as far as the beacon." The bard
turned his eyes fromthe fire and regarded me with a sceptical |ook. "Wat are you thinking?"
asked.

"You say it is a beacon," he said. "Wy?"

"I know a beacon-pile when | see one, brother."

"That | do not doubt," he replied quickly. "But you assuned an eneny had nade it."

"You think otherw se?"

"l think you have not told ne all." He had not raised his voice, but
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his gaze grew keen and accusing. "If there is sonething | should know, tell ne now"

"I have told you all | knowjust as it happened," | began, but he ~ut ne off with an inpatient

twitch of his nouth. | stared hard at him Wy was he behaving like this?

"Thi nk! "

"l amthinking, Tegid!" My voice echoed in the hail. | bit back the words and cl anped ny nouth

shut. Way did | assune an eneny? A beacon is a signal nade to be seen froma distance; a beacon
is... | looked at my silver hand al nost touching the flanes, and felt the chill still tingling

there. And | renenbered the last tinme | had felt such a chill...

Rai sing ny eyes, | said, "You are right, Tegid. It happened so long ago | had forgotten. | did not
think it inmportant.”

"Perhaps you are right. Tell nme now."

Wth that, | told himabout the beacon-fire | had seen on the night we canped on the plain bel ow
DruimVran. "I amsorry, brother," | told himwhen | had finished. "I should have told you then
But the next day we were hone~ and | guess | assuned the beacon had been lit for our return, and
forgot about it-until now "

"That is not the reason you did not tell me," he stated flatly. "You all owed your inpatience to
obscure your judgnent. In your eagerness to see Dinas Dw you did not want to believe anything
could be wong, so you hid this fromyourself, and fromne."

My Chief Bard was nobst astute. "I amsorry. It will not happen again."

He di smissed ny apology with an inpatient gesture. "It is done and cannot be undone."

"So, you think we have been watched since our return?"

"What do you think?"

"I think it likely."

"And | think it certain."”

"But why?"

"That we will learn when Bran returns with those who have been watching."
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So we settled back to wait, and I found the waiting hard. I wanted to be out on the trail with ny
men, dealing directly with the threat instead of sitting in the hail doing nothing. One day
passed, and then another. | kept nmy m sgivings to nyself. As the third day waned- and still no

word fromthe tracking party-1 voiced nmy mounting anxiety to Tegid. "They should have returned by
now. It has been three days."

He did not | ook up fromthe basket of |eaves he was sorting into a bowl. "Did you hear ne?"
"l heard you." He stopped sifting the | eaves and raised his head. He was bothered by Bran's
absence, too; | could tell. "What would you have ne say?"

"They have run into trouble. W should go after them"
"They are twenty worthy warriors," the bard pointed out. "Bran is nore than a match for any
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encounter. Leave it to him"

"Three days nore," | said. "If we have heard nothing by then, I amgoing after them"

"If we have heard nothing in three days," he agreed, "then you can go after them And | will ride
with you."

Neverthel ess, | rode to Druim Vran the next day, just to learn if there was anything to be seen
fromthe high ridgetop. Though cold, the day was bright, the clouds high and white. Goewyn rode
with me and, though we pursued the ridgeway east a fair distance, we saw no sign of any trouble.
Before starting back, we paused to rest the horses. Sitting together on a rock overl ooking the

val l ey below, a fresh wi nd stinging cheeks and chin, | draped ny cloak around us both and hel d her
close as we watched the mist flowing down the hillsides to bl anket the glen

"W shoul d be getting back," | said, "or Tegid will send the hounds after us."

W made no nove, however, content to sit and watch the valley fill with thick, grey mst. The
light began to fail at last and, although luxuriating in Goewyn's nearness and warnt h,
nevert hel ess forced nyself to stand. "It will be dark soon," | said. "W should head hone."
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"Mmm " CGoewyn sighed and drev her feet under her, but did not stand.

Moving to the horses, | pulled the tther pegs and gathered the reins. "Liew?" Goewn said. Her
voice truck a note that nmade nme turn at once.

"What is it?"

"There is sonething noving down :here-along the river.., in the mst."

In three strides | was by her side ~nd gazing into the quickly fading glen. "I do not see
anything," | sad. "Are you certain?"

She stretched her armto point out he place. "There!" she said, w thout taking her eyes fromthe
spot .

| 1 ooked where she was pointing. Th mi st parted sonewhat and | saw what appeared to be three dark
slipes noving along the river bank. Wether afoot or on horseback, could not say. | saw only three
swart hy, shapel ess bul ks novin~ along the riverside.., and then the m st took themfromny sight.
"They are coming this way," | conduded. "They are comng to Druim Vran."

"I's it Bran, do you think?"

"l cannot say. But sonething tells ne it is not Bran-or any of :hose with him"

"Who t hen?"

"That | mean to find out." | reachcl a hand down to Goewyn mmd pulled her to her feet. "Ri de back
tcDinas D and alert Tegid and Scatha. Tell themto assenbl e awarband, and show them where to
cone. "

Goewyn clutched ny arns. "You arnot going down there."

"Yes, but only to keep an eye on ur visitors." | squeezed her hand to reassure her. "Do not worry,
Iwill not challenge them Go riow ancj hurry."

She did not like to | eave ne alone, but she did as | bade her. | returned to the | ookout and gazed
into tie valley. I caught a fleeting glinpse of the invaders naking their wy along the river
before the mi st closed over them once nore.
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Mounting my horse, | rode back along the ridgetop the way we had cone since the trail was high, it
remai ned |ight enough to see well ahead, but Goewyn was already out of sight. | rode until |

reached the main track | eading down into the glen and started down, encountering the swirling m st
about halfway to the valley floor.

| continued on-alnost blind in the shifting, all-envel oping vapor-until | reached the bottom

wher eupon | stopped to listen. Everything was dead still, the foggy murk nuffled all sound-and
yet, | thought that if there was anything to be heard | would hear it quite plainly.

Absol utely notionless, | sat in the saddle, straining forward to catch any stray sound. After a
while, | heard the light jingle of horses' tack and the hollow clop of horses' hooves, noving
slowy. | could get no sense of the distance, but the sound did not seemclose. | lifted the reins
and urged ny nmount forward, very slowy, very quietly.

No nore than ten paces further on, however, the mst swirled away and | saw a horseman directly in
front of ne. Ice water trickled down ny neck and spine.

A di stance of a spear's throw separated us. | halted. Perhaps he woul d not see ne.

The rider cane on; | saw himraise his eyes fromthe track in front of him H's face was but a
shadow under his cloak which was pulled up over his head. His hands jerked the reins and his dark
mount halted. He called sonething over his shoul der to unseen conpani ons behind him | heard his
shout, sharp and urgent, but could not catch the words.
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The fog noved in again on the fitful wind, and the rider was taken fromsight. But just as the

mst stole himfromview, | thought | saw himturn his horse and bolt off the trail

Drawing ny sword fromits place under the saddle, | took a deep breath. "Stop!"™ | shouted as | oud
as | coul d.

"Stay where you are!" In reply | heard only the quick scranble of hooves as the horse gall oped
awnay.

Gipping the sword-and wi shing | had brought a spear and shield with ne-1 rode forward cautiously
and stopped at the place
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where the rider had appeared. He was not there, of course, and | could ~ee but a few paces ahead
in any case. | waited for a while, and when [heard nothing nore, decided to return to the ridge
track to await ~catha and the others. That way, lcould guard the track if the riders tried to
reach it by going around ne.

Wheel ing my horse, | made ny way back to the place where the trail began to rise to the ridge, and
took up nmy position. Daylight had 'one by now, and a nurky tw light had settled over the glen
Soon Fog and darkness would nmake it difficult, if not inpossible, toride at all. No doubt this
was what the three intruders were counting on. | :ook sone small confort fromthe fact that what
was difficult for one, was difficult for all. Anything that would hinder me, would hinder :hem as
well; | was as nmuch protected by the fog as they were.

| waited, watching and listening. I do not know how long | sat :here-the fog, |ike danp wool,
curled and shifted, obscuring and confusing all senses-but | gradually began to inagine that I
heard : he sound of horses once again. Because of the mist, | could not yet :ell from which
direction the sound reached ne.

It nmight be the warband conming to join nme, | thought, but they ould not have had tine enough to

gain the ridgetop, much | ess I escend. More likely, the invaders, having satisfied thensel ves that
| ~ad gone, were proceedi ng once nore.

Listening with every fiber in ne, holding ny breath, | strained into the darkening rmurk for any
sound that would tell nme which way :hey would cone. The sound of horses grew steadily |ouder as
the intruders drew nearer. | turned ny head this way and that, alert to any nuance of notion.
Then, swimm ng out of the fog: dimy glowing orbs of light... torches, tw of them no nore than
twenty paces away. | tightened ny grip on ny sword and shouted, "Stop! Go no further!"

At once the invaders stopped. The torches hung notionless in the iir; | could not see anyone
beneath the hanging lights, but | could hear their horses breathing and bl owi ng, and the creak of
| eather as they waited.

Not wi shing to show nmyself just yet, | continued speaking from
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where | sat. "Stand easy, friends," | called, "if peace is your desire, your welcome is assured.

But if it is a fight you want, you will receive a warnmer wel cone el sewhere. Get down from your
horses."

There was a nonent's silence before the intruder replied. | heard the inpatient stanp of a hoof,
and a voice: "W are peaceful nmen. But it is not our way to obey conmmands from any man we cannot
see."

"Nor is it nmy way to greet travellers with a sword," | replied sternly. "Perhaps we both find
ourselves in unaccustoned positions. | advise prudence.™

There was a further silence in which | heard the hiss and flutter of the torches. And then the
voi ce said, "Liew?"
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"Cynan?"

| heard a muttered command, and the novenent of a rider disnmounting... quick footsteps
approaching... then Cynan's foursquare, solid formloom ng out of the fog. H's hair, noustache,
and cl oak were pearly with beaded mist, and his eyes were w de.

"aan~ na cii!" he nuttered, relief washing over his ruddy features. "Llew Is it you, brother?" He
gl anced around, |ooking for others. "M anam nan! Are you al one out here?"

"Greetings, Cynan!" | said, replacing the sword and swi nging down fromthe saddle. In two steps
was in his enbrace. "I amglad to see you."

"A strange welconme this-if welconme it is.” He turned to those with him a party of ten or so,
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waiting silently on the trail. "Tangwen! Gaeir! It is Silver Hand hinmself cone to greet us!" he
called to them

"If I had known it was you," | told him "I would have ordered a thousand torches to |ight your
way. "

"Who did you think it would be?" he asked, concern quickly giving way to bew | dernent. "And what
do you think you are doing out on the trail alone, challenging travellers at swordpoint?"
I told himof the intruders Goewyn and | had seen in the valley, and | asked if he had seen

anyone.
15
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"Have | seen anyone?" he chuckl ed, gesturing to the all-obscuring fog. "Man, | have not even seen

nmy own face in front of me since entering the valley. Is it worthwhile searching for them do you
t hi nk?"

"We would never find themin this stew. Come along,"” | turned and started towards ny horse, "the
fire is bright on the hearth, and the wel conme cup awaits! Let us warm ourselves and drink to your
arrival." | swung up into the saddle. Cynan still stood |ooking on. "Wat? Have you forsworn the
bow ?"

"Never say it!" he cried, and hastened back to his nount. He 3houted a command to those with him
and | turned nmy horse and Led the way up the trail. We had not ridden far, however, when we were

met by Scatha, Goewyn, and a warband of thirty, all carrying torches.

W halted and | expl ai ned what had happened. After Goewyn and Scatha had greeted Cynan, T~ngwen
and their retinue, we continued on our way. The fog thinned as we clinbed the ridge, and cleared
away conpletely by the tinme we reached the top-though the sky renmai ned obscured. It would be a

dark night, without nmoon or stars. | spoke briefly with Scatha and we decided to establish a watch
of thirty men in threes along the ridgeway, lest the intruders attenpt to cross Druim Vran during
t he ni ght

Then we proceeded to the crannog and the hail. Tegid awaited us at the hearth. "Hail, Cynan Two-
Torcs! Hail, the beautiful Tangwen!" he announced as we trooped in. | called for the bow to be

brought at once. The hail was crowded, and at Cynan's appearance a chorused cry of wel cone went up
fromall those gathered there

The bard enbraced Cynan warmy, and then turned to Tangwen. She inclined her head, offering only
her hands to him "Geetings, Tegid Tathal," she said, smling, but the smle, |like the greeting,

| acked any warnth.

I marked the reaction, but the bow arrived, frothing with new ale; took it and pressed it into
Cynan's eager hands and.the nmonent passed. Cynan drank deeply and, wiping the creany foam fromhis
nmoust ache on his sleeve, gave the bow to his wife. She drank, and
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passed the bowl on to Gweir, Cynan's battlechief. "Thank you,"” she said in a | ow voi ce.

"I have missed you, ny friend," said Goewn throwi ng off her danp cl oak. She gathered Tangwen in
her arns and the two wonen exchanged ki sses.

"And it is good to see you," Tangwen replied. "I have been | ooking toward this day for a | ong
time." She stretched her hands towards the fire, but | noticed that she still held herself as if
she were cold. The rigors of the trail, no doubt-the cold and foul weather had put her on edge.

"We would have arrived earlier,” Cynan put in, "but the mst slowed us. Still, | did not care to
spend anot her night on the trail."

"Wl |, you are here now," Goewyn said, taking Tangwen's cloak from her shoul ders. "Come, we will
find you sone dry clothes."

The wonen withdrew, |eaving us to dry ourselves at the hearth. "Ah, this is good," sighed Cynan
"And here was | thinking we would never arrive."

"l had forgotten you were comng," | confessed.

Cynan threw back his head and | aughed. "That | could readily see. Here is Silver Hand, guarding
the trail with his sword, challenging all corners. Could you not see it was nme, man?"

"Cbviously, if |I had seen it was you, Cynan," | replied, "I would have |l et you wander lost in the
fog."

"The fog! Do not talk to me about the fog!" he said, rolling his eyes.

"It must be fierce indeed, if it daunts the renowned Two-Torcs," observed Tegi d.

"I's that not what | am saying? This cursed nist has dogged us for days. | al nbst turned back
because of it. But then |I thought of your excellent ale, and so | asked nysel f, "Cynan Machae, why
spend the season of snows in your own draughty hall, alone and | onely, when-"
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"When you could be drinking Llew s ale instead!" | finished the thought for him he regarded ne
with a deeply wounded | ook.

"Tch! The thought never entered ny head,"” Cynan scolded. "It is your friendship | crave, brother
not the fell owship of your vat.
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Al t hough, now that you say it, your brewmaster is a very nman anong nmen." He rai sed the bow again
and drank deep and | ong. "Ahh! Nectar!"

"And | have m ssed you, too," | told him Seizing the bow, | raised it to him ",9i inte, Cynan
Two-Torcs!" | drained the bowl - there was not much left init-and called for it to be filled
again. One of Tegid s Mabinogi cane running with ajar

"I would hear a good word about your harvest," Tegid said as the bow was refilled.

"And | would speak a good word if | could,"” Cynan replied, shaking his head slowy. "D snal-that
is the word. We could not get the grain out of the field for the rain. And then we | ost nuch. But
for last year's bounty, we would be | ooking at a neager planting."

"It is the same with us,” | told him "A good year that ended badly."

Sharing the bow between us, we fell to talking about all that had happened since we had | ast seen
one anot her. Goewyn and Tangwen returned to join us; Tangwen was now dressed in clean, dry robes
and her hair was conmbed and dressed. She appeared rel axed; the strained stiffness had | eft her and
she was nore herself.

We noved to the table where food had been laid on the board. W began to eat, and | noticed how
the two wonen tal ked happily to one another all through the neal. The way they tal ked and | aughed
together put ne in mnd of Goewyn with one of her sisters. Raised in the close conpani onship of
Govan and Gaenllian, Goewyn had had no fermale friend since her sisters were killed.

Scatha entered the hail as we were eating and approached the place where | sat. She bent near to

speak a private word. "The watch is established,"” she reported. "If anyone tries to cross the
ridge we will soon knowit."

Not hi ng nore was said about this, and indeed | gave it no further thought The hall was warm and
btight-mad~ all the nore so by Cynan's arrival-and the conversation lively. | dismssed intruders
from ny m nd.

Nor did I think ill when Goewyn and Tangwen went riding the
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next day. The sentries had watched through the night and the ridge renained clear of fog and m st;
they had neither seen or heard anyone. And when the mist cleared in the valley there was no trai
to be found. So | let the matter go.

Bran and the Raven Flight returned that same day. The watchers on the ridge saw thementer the
val l ey and brought us word of their return. Tegid, Scatha, Cynan and | rode out to neet them and
though they were filthy and tired fromtheir journey they were in good ~nirits.

"Hail, Bran Bresal!" | called, eager for his news. "I trust you have had good hunting."

"The hunting was excellent,"” the Raven Chief replied, "but we failed to corner our quarry."

"Most unfortunate," Tegid remarked. "Wat happened?"

"We found the trail as it left the valley," Bran explained. "Indeed, it was not difficult to
follow But, though we pursued as far and as fast as we could, we never caught sight of those who
made it."

"How nany were you tracking?" | asked

"Three nen on horseback, lord," a nuddy Alun Tringad answer ed.

"Tell us everything now, " suggested Tegid. "Then we will have no need to speak of it within the
hal | . "

"Gadly," replied Bran, "but there is little enough to tell." He went on to explain how they had
followed the trail east all the way to the coast before losing it on the rocky strand. They had
ranged north and south along the coast for a tine without raising the trail again or seeing any

sign of an invader, and so at |ast turned back. "I hoped to bring you better word, lord," Bran
told ne.
"You have returned safely," | said. "I amwell content"

The days dwi ndl ed down, grow ng col der and darker as if Sollen cranped and conpacted themw th an
icy grip. But the hall remained snug and warm and alive with harpsong and fi ne conpani onship. W

pl ayed ganes and listened to the old tales; we ate, drank, and took our ease, filling the |ong
cold nights with laughter and |ight.
167
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The | ake froze and the children of the crannog played on the ice. It was on one of those rare
days, when the sun flared like a fiery gemin a blue-white sky, that we went out to watch the
youngsters. A good many had carved strips of bone and tied themto their buskins. The sinple
skates worked extrenely well, and everyone cheered to see the antics of these intrepid skaters.
Cynan, enraptured by the gliding fornms, strolled out onto the frozen | ake and all owed hinself to
be cajoled into trying the skates. He cut such a comical figure that others took to the ice, eager
to outdo him if not in skill, then in absurdity. It was not |ong before there were nore skaters
than spectators.

We slipped and slid over the ice, failing over ourselves, and inprovising silly dances. A gaggle
of young girls clustered around Goewyn, beseeching her to try the bone skates, too. She quickly
assented and tied the strips to her feet, then, holding out her hand to ne, she said, "Take ny
hand! | want to fly!"

I took her hand and pulled her around the w ndswept ice- |aughing, her lips and cheeks red from
the cold, her golden hair and bl ue-checked cloak flying. The sound of her |aughter, and that of
all the other skaters, bubbled up as froma fountain, sun-splashed and | avish, a hytmm to the day.
Around and around we twirled, stopping only to catch our breath and collapse into one another's
arns. The sun shone bright on the silver |ake, and set the snowcrusted hilltops glittering |ike
hi gh- heaped di anond hoards. Such beauty, such joy-it nmade the heart ache to see it, to feel it.
Cynan's frolics, loudly enbellished and featuring spectacular falls, carried the day. W |aughed
so hard the tears flowed down our cheeks. Nevertheless, |I could not help but notice that of al
those who had cone to watch, only Tangwen refused to join in the fun. Instead, she stood on the
boat landing with her arns crossed beneath her cloak and a pai ned | ook on her face.

"I think sonmeone does not appreciate our sport,"” | whispered to Goewyn as | |ifted her from her
| atest spill.

Catching nmy gaze, Goewyn turned to observe her friend standing
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alone on the landing. "No," she said slowly, "it is sonething else."

"Do you know?"

She took my hand and pressed it. "Not now Later," she said, putting her face close to mne
Goewyn slipped her arns around nmy neck and pulled nme close. "Cone here."

A directness in her tone aroused ny curiosity. "Wat?" Her eyes sparkled and her |ips curved
prettily. "What is it?" | asked suspiciously. "Wiat are you hiding?"

"Well, it will not remain hidden for long. The king's wealth is increasing. Soon everyone wl |
know." She rel eased ne and pressed a hand to her stonach
"Weal t h? Chil d-wealth?" She |aughed at my surprise. "A baby! W are going to have a baby!" | threw

my arns around her and hugged her tight-then remenbered nyself and rel eased her, lest | crush the
tiny life growing within her. 'Wen? How | ong have you known?"

"Long enough," she said. "I was waiting for the right nmonment to tell you, but... well, it is such
a splendid day | could not wait any |onger."

"Ch, Goewyn, | love you." | put ny hand behind her head, held her, and ki ssed her | ong and hard.
"I love you, and | amglad you did not wait. | amgoing to tell everyone-now "

"Shh!" she said, laying her fingertips on ny lips. "Not yet. Let it be our secret for a few days."
"But I want to tell."

"Please-just alittle while."

"At the solstice then," | suggested. "We will have a celebration |ike the one |ast year at Cynan's
wedding. And in the mddle of the feast we will nake our announcenent. Does anyone el se know?"

"No one," she assured nme. "You are the first."

"When will it be-the birth, I mean? Wien will the child be born?"

Goewyn sniled, stepped into nmy enbrace, kissed me and put her cheek against ny neck. "You will
have your wife a while longer. The child will be born in Mffar-before Lugnasadh, | think."
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"Afine tinme to be born!" | announced. "Goewyn, this is wonderful! | |ove you so nuch!"

"Shh!" she cautioned. "Everyone will hear you." She stepped backward, sliding away on the bone-
skates. Hol ding out her hands to nme she called, "Cone away, best beloved! | will teach you to
fly!"

We flew, and the day sped fromus. Short, but brilliant in its perfection, it faded quickly: a
spark fanned to life in the midst of gathering darkness. It illumned our hearts with its brave

radi ance and then succunbed to onrushing night.
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As the sun sank below the rimof hills, festooning the sky with streamers of rose and scarlet, a
few sickly stars were already glowing in a black eastern sky. Ni ght was spreadi ng over Al bion
Dazzled by ny | ove for Goewyn, | saw the darkness and knew it not.

That night we left the hail early. Goewyn took ny hand and |l ed nme to our bed, now piled high with
furs and fl eeces against the cold. She | oosened her belt and unwound it, then drew her nmantle over
her head and stood before ne. Taking up the cup she had pl aced beside the fire-ring, she drank

wat ching nme all the while. Her eyes never left mine.

Her body, caressed by the rushlight, was a vision of softly-rounded, intimately nelding curves,
beguiling, bewildering in its snooth subtlety. She stepped toward nme, reached out and tugged the
end of ny belt free, loosened it, and let it fall. She drewnme to her; | felt her body warm

agai nst ne and, taking a handful of her hair, | held her head and ki ssed her open nouth. | tasted
the rich warnth of honeyed nead on her tongue and passion leapt like a flame within ne. |
abandoned nyself to the heat.

We shared the gol den mead and made | ove that night in celebration of the child to be. The next day
Goewyn was gone.

[70
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| rose early, but Goewyn had al ready wakened and dressed. She caine to the bed-place, |eaned over
ki ssed ne, and said, "I did not want to wake you."

"What are you doi ng?" | asked, taking her hand and pulling her down on me. "Cone back to bed-both
of you."

"I promised to go with Tangwen," she said.

"Ch," | yawned. "Where are you goi ng?"

"Ri ding."

"Woul d you abandon your husband in his cold, lonely bed? Cone back and wait until the sun rises at
| east."

She | aughed and ki ssed nme again. "It will be light soon enough. Sleep now, nmy |love, and let ne
go."

"No." | raised ny hand and stroked the side of her neck. "I wiii never |let you go."

She nuzzl ed the hand and then took it and kissed the palm "Tangwen is waiting."

"Take care, ny love," | said as she left. | lay in our bed for a while, then rose, dressed quickly

and went out The night-black sky was fading to blue-grey and the stars were dim away over the
encircling hills to the east the sky blushed with bl ood-red streaks |ike slashes in pale flesh.
There was no one in the yard; snoke from

The Search
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t he cookhouses rose in a straight white colum. | shivered with the cold and hurried across the
yard to the hail.

The hail was quiet, but a few people were awake and stirring. The hearthfire had been stoked and
wal ked to it to warm nysel f. Neither Goewyn nor Tangwen was to be seen, no doubt intending to
break fast when they returned fromtheir ride.

Gar anaw wakened and greeted nme, and we tal ked until the oatcakes cane out of the oven and were
brought steaming into the hall. Seating ourselves at the board, we were quickly joined by Bran and
a few early-rising Ravens, and some of Cynan's retinue. Cynan hinself arrived a short time |ater
noisily greeting everyone and settling hinself on the bench. The oatcakes were hot and tasty; we
washed them down with rich brown ale

Talk turned to hunting, and it was quickly agreed that a day spent in pursuit of deer or boar
woul d be a day well spent "We will savor our supper all the nore for the chase," Cynan decl ared,;
to which Alun quickly added, "And we will relish the chase all the nore for a wager."

"Do ny ears deceive nme?" wondered Cynan loudly. "lIs that Alun Tringad offering his gol d?"

"1f you can bring back a bigger stag than the one | shall find, then you are wel cone to the
chanpi on's portion of nmy gold."

"I would be ashanmed to take your treasure so easily," quipped Cynan. "And | never would, were it
not advisable to teach you a valuable lesson in humlity."

"Then put your hand to it," Alun told him "and let us choose the men to ride with us. The sooner
we ride, the sooner | will claimnmy treasure. Indeed, | can already feel the weight of your gold
bracelets on ny arm"”

"Unl ess you hope to lull nme to sleep with your enpty boasting," Cynan said, "you will soon see a
hunter worthy of his renown. Therefore, | advise you to | ook your |ast upon your treasure."

Alun stood and called to his brother Ravens, "Brothers, | have heard enough of this haughty
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fellow s idle talk. Let us show hi mwhat true hunters can do, and |et us decide now how to divide
his treasure anmong us."
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Cynan al so stood. "Llew, ride with ne, brother," he said, and he called others of his retinue by
nane. "Conme, ny friends, the chase is before us, and nmuch good gold for our efforts."

They fixed the tine for their return: "At sunset we will assenble in the yard," Al un suggested.
Cynan agreed. "And the Penderwydd of Al bion will judge between us who has fared the better-

al though this will not be necessary, for it will be readily apparent to one and all which of us is
the best hunter."

"True~ true," Alun affirmed casually. "That they will easily discern."

| glanced quickly around, but Tegid had not entered the hail. It did not matter, there would be
time to talk to himlater, when we returned fromthe hunt. The hail buzzed with eager voices as
side wagers were laid, odds fixed, and anpbunts agreed. Snatching up the last of the oatcakes, we
burst fromthe hail and hastened across the ice-bound |lake to the cattle pens to fetch the horses.
We saddl ed our nounts and, with nmuch friendly banter, rode out along the frozen | akesi de.

Cynan and | led the way, follow ng the hoof tracks Tangwen and Goewyn had | eft in the new snow.

Hal fway to the wood, the track left the |akeside, |eading away to the ridge. W continued around
the | ake, however, to the gane runs on the |Iong slopes. As soon as we entered the wood, we divided
our number-those who rode with Alun went one way, and those of Cynan's party the other.

The sun rose above the rimof the hills and the day was good. There was snow on the gane runs, but
because of the trees it was not deep. W saw the tracks of scores of animals, but as it had not
snowed for several days it was inpossible to tell which were fresh and which were ol der

We spread ourselves across the run and proceeded deeper into the silent sanctuary of the forest,
our spears along our thighs as we pushed through the underbrush. The shadows of the trees formed a
blue latticework on the crusted snow. The cold air tingled on the skin of ny cheeks, nose and
chin. | had spread nmy cloak around nme to
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capture the heat of the horse and help keep nme warm Wth a bright, white sun, a clear blue sky,
and the conpany of valiant nmen, it was a fine day to hunt

I let those npbst eager take the lead and settled back to enjoy the ride. W followed the [ ong run
as it lifted towards the ridge: crossing a small streamwe scared a red deer sheltering in a

bl ackt horn thicket. The hounds woul d have gi ven chase, but Cynan was after bigger ganme, and forced

them back onto the trail. Hi s patience was rewarded a short time |ater when we canme upon the fresh
spoor of a small herd of deer
"It is still warm" announced Cynan's man as | joined them

"Cood," Cynan said. "Be alert, everyone. The prize is near."

We continued at a swifter pace and soon sighted the deer: three hinds and a big stag. The hounds
did not wait to be called back a second tinme, but sounded the hunting cry and sped to the chase.
The stag regarded the dogs with a large, inscrutable, dark eye, then lifted his regal head and
belied a warning call to his little clan.

The hinds lifted their tails and bounded as one into the thicket. Only when they were away did the
stag follow. Rather than try to force a way through the tangie, we let the dogs run and gave
ourselves to the chase.

A gl orious chase! The old stag proved a cunning opponent and |led us a | ong and el aborate hunt -

t hrough deep woods and up along the high ridge and down again into piney forest W caught him in
the end, with his back to a stony outcrop at the foot of the ridgewall. H s clan had escaped, and
he was near dead from exhaustion. Still, he turned and fought to the |ast.

The sun was little nmore than a day noon, pale and wan on the horizon, when we finished securing
the stag to a litter and turned our horses for honme. We had travelled far afield in our fevered
pursuit. W were tired, and cold where the sweat had soaked our clothes, but well content with our
sport, and hopeful of w nning the wager. A fne and regal spectacle of a sky washed pal e | avender

and gold in a brilliant Sollen sunset greeted us as we energed fromthe woods and began neki ng our
way al ong the | ake.
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Alun Tringad's party had returned ahead of us, and they were waiting for us at the cattle pen when
we arrived. Their kill-two fine bristle-backed boars-lay on the snow outside the pen. At the sight
of our stag, they began exclaimng over our |ack of success.

"One lonely deer, is it?" cried Alun, forenbst in the gathering. "Wth all you hardy nen on
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hor seback shaking your spears at it, why, | do not doubt this poor sickly thing expired in
fright."

"As sickly as it is," Cynan replied, swinging down fran the saddle, "our stag will yet serve to
separate you fromyour treasure." He regarded the wild pigs with a sad, disappointed air. "Ch, it
is a shameful thing you have done, Alun, ny man-taking these two piglets fromtheir nother. Tch
Tch!'" He shook his head sadly. "Wy not just give the gold to me now and save yourself the

di sgrace of having your skill revealed in such a pitiful [ight?"

"Not so fast, Cynan Machae," replied one of Alun's supporters. "It is for the Chief Bard to tel
us who has won the wager. Vie will await his decision."

"Hoo!" said Cynan, puffing out his cheeks, "bring Tegid by all nmeans. | was only trying to save
you the fearful humliatioi | see com ng your way."

At first sight of our party on the | akeside track, Alun had sent a nan to fetch Tegid. A call from
one of Cynan's nen directed our attention to the crannog. "Here he comes now " shouted Gaen. "The
Penderwdd is com ng!"

I turned to see a crowd fromthe crannog hurrying across the ice towards us. | |ooked for Goewyn,
expecting to see her anong them but neither Goewyn nor Tangwen was there. No doubt they had
decided to stay in the warm Nor did | fault them | had | ong been wi shing nyself out of ny sodden
clothes and holding a warnming jar beside the fire.

A geni al hubbub arose as the throng arrived. Everyone exclainmed at the sight of the gane,
extolling the prowess of the hunters and the success of the hunt-as well they mght, ~or we would
eat heartily on the proceeds of our effort for many days.

"Penderwydd! " Al un shouted. "The hunt is finished. Here is the
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result of our labors. As you can see, we have done well. |Indeed, we have bested Cynan and his

band, which is clear for all to see. It only remains for you to agree and confirmthe inevitable
decision.”

The Chief Bard withdrew a hand fromhis cloak and raised it. "That I will do, Al un Tringad. Wat
is clear to you nay not be so clear to those who | ack your zeal for Cynan's gold. Therefore, step
asi de and al |l ow soneone with an eye uncl ouded by avarice to view the evidence."

Tegid examined first Alun's kill and then Cynan's. He prodded the carcasses with a toe, inspected
the pelts, teeth, tusks, eyes, hoofs, tails, and antlers. Al the while, the two parties baited
one another with quips and catcalls, awaiting the bard' s decision. The bard took his tine, pausing
now and then to nmuse over this or that point which he pretended to have di scovered, or which had
been pointed out to himby the extrenely partisan crowd.

Then, taking his place nidway between the stag and the two boars, and frowning mightily, he rested
chin upon fist in earnest contenplation. Al this served to heighten the anticipation; wagers were
doubl ed and then tripled as-fromthe slant of an eyebrow or the Iift of a |lip-one side or the

ot her inagi ned opi nion swaying in their favor.

At last, the Chief Bard drew hinself up and, raising his staff for silence, prepared to deliver

his decision. "It is rightly the domain of the king to act as judge for his people,"” he rem nded
everyone. "But as the king took part in the hunt, | beg his perm ssion to deliver judgnent." He

| ooked to ne.

"I grant it gladly," | replied. "Please, continue."

The crowd shouted for the Chief Bard to proclaimthe w nner, but Tegid would not be hurried.
Placing a fold of his cloak over his head, he said, "I have weighed the matter carefully. Fromthe
tinme of Dylwyn Short-Knife," here the spectators groaned with frustration, but Tegid pl owed ahead
slowy, "and the tinme of Tryffmthe Tall, it has been in the nature of things to hold the Iife of

a stag equal to that of a bear, and that of a bear equal to two boars.
i mpatience to frustration as the crowmd guessed what was

The groan turned from
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comng. "It would appear then," Tegid calmy continued, "that a stag is equal to two boars. Thus,

the matter cannot be settled according to the quantity of neat, and we nust | ook el sewhere for a
resol ution.”

He paused to allow his gaze to linger around the ring cf faces. There were nurnurs of approval
and nutters of protest froni nmany. He waited until they were silent once nore. "For this reasor |
have exam ned the beasts nost carefully,” Tegid said. "This is ny decision.” The throng held its
breath. Which would it be? "The stag is a worthy rival and a lord of his kind.. ."

At this, Cynan's party raised a trenendous shout of triurrph

"But," Tegid quickly cautioned, "the boars are no less lordly. And what is nore, there are two of
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them Were this not so, would hold for the stag. Yet, since the difficulty of finding and iringing
down two such noble and magnificent beasts nust necessarily try the skills of the hunter the nore,
I declare that those who hutted the boars have won this day's sport. |, Tegid Tathal, PenderwcU,
have spoken."

It took a monent to unravel what the Chief Bard had said, but then all began wangling over the
deci si on. Cynan appealed to the beauty of his prize and to various other nerits, but Tegid wculd
not be noved: Akin Tringad had won the day. There was nothing for it, the losers nmust pay the

wi nners. Tegid thunmped his staff three times on the ground and the natter was ended.

W returned to the warnth and |ight of the hall, eager for meat and drink to refresh us, and tales
of the hunt to cheer u~. Upon entering the hail, | quickly scanned the gathering. Goewyn was
nowhere to be seen. | turned on ny heel and hastened to our hut.

It was dark and enpty, the ashes in the fire-ring cold. She iad not been there for sone ting,
perhaps not since early norning. | ran back to the hail and nade ny way to Tegi d; he was standing

at one end of the hearth, waiting for the ale jar to conme his way.

"Where is Goewyn?" | asked himbluntly.

"Greetings, Liew Goewyn? | have not seen her," he repliec. "Wiy do you ask?"

"I cannot find her. She went riding with Tangwen this ntrning."
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"Per haps she is-"

"She is not in the hut." My eyes searched the noisy hall. "I do not see Tangwen, either."
Wt hout another word, Tegid turned and beckoned Cynan to join us. "Were is Tangwen?" the bard
sai d.

| |l ooked at Cynan anxiously. "Have you seen her since this norning?"

"Seen her?" he wondered, raising his cup. He drank and then offered the cup to ne. "I have been on
the trail since daybreak, as you well know. "
"CGoewyn and Tangwen went riding this norning," | explained, holding ny voice level, "and it

appears they have not returned.”
"Not returned?" Cynan | ooked towards the door, as if expecting the two wonen to enter at that
monent. "But it is dark now "

"That is the | east of our worries," | said, "if sonething has happened-"
"If they are here, soneone will have seen them" Tegid interrupted calmy. The bard stepped away.
A nmonment | ater he was standing on the table, his staff upraised. "Kinsnen! Hear nme! | nust speak

with Goewyn and Tangwen. Quickly now Wio can tell nme where to find thenP"

He waited. People | ooked at one another and shrugged. Some inquired anbng thensel ves, but no one
of fered any information. Clearly, no one could renmenber seeing either of the women. Tegi d asked

agai n, but received no answer. He thanked the people for their attention, and returned to where

Cynan and | waited.

"W will search the crannog," he said. Al though he spoke quietly, | could tell the bard was
worried. This did nothing to soothe ny nounting anxiety.

And then one of the serving naids cane to where we stood. "If you please, lords," she said,
clutching the beer jar tightly, "I have seen Queen Goewyn."

"Where?" | did not nmean to be curt with the young wonman. "Pl ease, speak freely."

"I saw the queen in the yard," she said.
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| started for the door. Tegid caught nme by the ann. 'Wen was this?" he said; the maid hesitated.

"Speak up," he snapped. "Wien did you see her?"

"Early this nmorning," the maid said, her voice quivering. She realized, | think, that this was not
at all what we wanted to hear. "They were | aughing as they wal ked-the two of them the queen and
Queen Tangwen. | think they were leaving the crannog to go riding."

"It would have been dark still," Cynan said. "Are you certain?"

"Yes, lord," the maiden said. "I know who | saw. "

"And Tangwen was with her?" Cynan pursued.

"Yes, lord."

"Thank you, Ailla," | said, recognizing the young woman at |ast; she often served as one of

Goewyn' s handnai ds.
Tegi d di sm ssed her then, and said, "Now we will search the crannog."”

On our way fromthe hall, Tegid snared Gaion, his forenbst Mbinog, and whi spered sonething in the
boy's ear. Gwi on nodded once, and darted through the door ahead of us.
W searched, the three of us, each taking a section of the crannog. It did not take long. | ran
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from house to house, smacking nmy silver hand on the doorposts to alert those within, then
thrusting my head inside. Most of the huts were enpty-the people had gathered in the hall-and in

those that were occupi ed, none of the residents had seen either woman. | also | ooked in the
storehouses. As | hurried to rejoin the others at the hall, | knew that Goewyn was not in Dinas
Dwr .

Upon returning to the hall, | net Tegid standing at the entrance with Gni on Bach beside him "It
is not good," Tegid told me bluntly. "I sent Gaion to the stables. Their horses have not
returned.”

My heart sank and ny stonach tightened. "Then sonething has happened.”
Cynan approached, and | could tell fromthe way he wal ked- head down, shoul ders bunched-that he
had di scovered nothi ng and
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was now nore than concerned. "The trail will be difficult," he said, wasting no time. "W wl]|
need a supply of torches and a change of horses. | will sumon ny warband. "

"The Ravens will ride with us," | said. "Drustwn can follow a trail even in the dark. | wll ready
the horses. Go now. Bring them And hurry!"
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We took up the trail at the place where | had seen it diverge fromthe | akeshore track. By
torchlight the horses' hoofprints showed a staggered bl ack |ine across the w de expanse of snow.
Across the valley floor we galloped, thirty strong, including Cynan, nyself and the Raven Flight.
Tegi d stayed behind. He would order matters at Dinas Dm while we were away and uphold us in our
sear ch.

| wrapped the reins around ny nmetal hand and clutched the torch with nmy flesh hand. The torchflane
fluttered in the wind above ny head, red sparks sailing out behind ne as | raced over the

undul ati ng snow. The cold air stung my cheeks and eyes; ny lips burned. But | did not stop so much
as to draw ny cloak over nmy chin. | would not stop until Goewyn was safely beside ne once nore.
Upon reaching the heights of DruimVran the trail becane thin and difficult to see. The wi nd had
scoured nost of the snow fromthe ridgetop, but sonme renmmined in the sheltered places, and we
proceeded haltingly frompatch to patch where we could find hoofprints.

It appeared they had ridden eastwards along the ridgeway. The day was good. They had noved toward
the rising sun. | imagined the two wonen nmaking their way happily along DruimVran with the

Ni ght Ride

181

STEPHEN LAVHEAD

silver-bright dawnlight in their eyes. W, however, followed in Sollen's deep dark, a starless
voi d above; no nmoon it our way. The Dnly Iight we had was that which fluttered in our hands, and
that was fitful indeed.

| refused to allow nyself to think about what m ght have happened to them | pushed all such
thoughts fromny mnd and held one only: Goewyn would be found. My wife, ny soul, would be
returned unhar nmed.

Drustwn pushed a relentless pace. He seened to know where the tracks would | ead and found them
whenever he paused to | ook. Thus we followed the Raven's | ead along the ridgeway-deep, deep into
the dark Sollen depths on our night ride. W rode w thout speaking, urgent to our task

Nor did we stop until the trail turned down into the glen. The facing slope was clear of snow, and
t hough we spread oursel ves al ong the brush-covered decline, we could not recover the trail in the
dark. In the end, we disnmounted to search the | ong downward sl ope on foot.

"It may be that we can find the trail again in the norning," Drustwn suggested when we halted at
the bottomof the glen to confer. "It is too easily missed on bare ground.”

"My wife is gone. | will not wait until norning.”

"Lord," Drustwn said, his face drawn in the torchlight, "daylight is not |ong away."

At these words! raised ny head. Drustwn was right, the sky was already paling in the east. N ght
had passed me in a blur of torchlight on glittering snow

"What do you advise?" | asked.

"I't is no good thrashing around in the dark. W could destroy the trail wi thout knowing it. Let us
rest until there is |light enough to see.”

"Very well," | agreed. "G ve the order. | will speak to Cynan."

Drustwn's call rang out behind me as | wheeled ny horse and started back up the line. Cynan had
been riding to the right of ne when | had |ast seen him Several of his nmen passed nme, hurrying to
182
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Drustwn's call. | saw Gmeir and asked hi m where Cynan was, and he pointed to two torches
glinrering a little distance away. Cynan and Bran were tal king together as they rode to where
Drustwn waited. | reined in beside them 'Wy has he stopped?" Cynan asked. "Have you found
sonet hi ng?"

"W have lost the trail," | answered. "There is no point in going further until sunrise."
"Then it is best we halt," Bran replied.

"No," | told himtersely, "finding themwould be best. But this is all we can do now. "

"It has been a cold night," Cynan fretted. "They were not prepared.”

| made no reply, but at Cynan's remark | realized that | had not considered the wonen having to
spend the night on the trail. It had not occurred to me because | did not for an instant believe
that they had nerely lost their way. It was possible, of course, but the likelihood of intruders
on DruimVran had led nme to assume ot herw se

Now Cynan's words of fered a sl ender hope. Perhaps they had merely wandered too far afield and been
forced to shelter on the trail for the night, rather than try to find Dinas Dwm in the dark

Per haps, one of the horses had been injured, or... anything m ght have happened.

We continued to where Drustwn and nost of the other riders were now waiting. They had quickly
gathered brush fromthe slope and had a fire burning. Gthers were | eading horses to a nearby brook

for water. | disnmunted and gave nmy horse to one of the warriors to care for and, wapping nyself
in my cloak, sat down on a frost-covered stone.

Shivering in the cold while waiting for the sun to rise, | renenbered the beacon. | rose at once
"Alun!" | shouted. "Alun Tringad! Cone here!"

A noment |ater, Alun was standing before me. He touched the back of his hand to his forehead.
"Lord?"

"Alun," | said, laying my hand to his arm "do you recall the
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beacon we found on the ridge?”"

"l do, lord."
"Co toit. Now. And return with word of what you find."
He I eft without another word, riding back up the slope to the ridgeway. | returned to the rock and

sat down again. Dawnlight seeped into a grey-white sky. Darker clouds sailed | ow overhead,
shreddi ng thensel ves on the hilltops as they passed. Away to the north, white-headed nountains
showed above the cloudline. The wind rose with the sun, gusting out of the east. Likely, there
woul d be snow before day's end, or sleet.

| grew restless, rose, and renounted nmy horse. "It is light enough to see,” | told Drustwn
bluntly.

Bran, standing with him said, "Lord Llew, allow us to search out the trail and sumon you when we
have found it."

"We ride together." | snapped the reins and turned to the sl ope once nore.

We were still searching for the trail when Alun returned. Cynan was with me, and Al un seened
reluctant to speak in front of him "Wat did you find, nman?" | demanded.

"Lord," he said, "the beacon has been lit."

"\When?"

"Inmpossible to tell. The ashes were cold."

Cynan's head whi pped toward Al un at the news. "What beacon?”

I told himquickly about the beacon-pile |I had found on the ridge. "It has been burnt,"” | said.

Hi s jaw bul ged dangerously. "Clanna na th!" he rasped through cl enched teeth. "Beacons on the
ridge and strangers in the glen--and we |l et themgo riding al one!"

He did not blane ne for ny lack of vigilance, but he did not need to; | felt the sting of his
unspoken accusation all the sane. How could | have let it happen?

"W will find them brother,” | said.

"Aye, that we will," he grow ed, slapping the reins against the neck of his nount. He rode off

al one.

As if in answer to Cynan's gruff affirmation, there caine a bl ast
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on the carynx. Drustwn had found the tail. W raced to the place and took up the chase again. The

sun wa well up and the norning speeding as if on wings. The tracks led icross the glen. After we
had followed a fair way, it becane clear tht they had nade for the far side of the glen. Wy? Had
they seen sonething to entice them on?
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Across the glen and up into the by hills beyond, the way was straight; they had ridden directly
wi t h~ut turning aside or halting. Why? | wondered. Perhaps they had racd.
I pounced on the idea. Yes, they hal raced. That would explain the resolute directness of the

trail. | expcted that upon reaching the hill, we would find where they had sbpped to catch their
breath before turning back

Once across the crest of the first till, however, this certainty began to fade. The tracks did not
alter The double trail led up the hillside and over-wi thout varying, w Uout stopping.

| paused atop the hill to | ook back brefly. DruimVran | ooned like a wall behind us, blank and
unbreachabé, with the glen flat as a floor below. The beacon-fire would have been een from every
hilltop in the real mthough not, | reflected, in Dinas )w itself. It mght have been lit at any
time and we would not hav~ seen it. | turned away and pursued Drustwn's |ead, grimurgency

i nunting within ne.

It was in the next valley that we bund where the wonen had stopped.

Drustwn halted, stiffened in the sadile and called Cynan and ne to himat once. The rest of the
search pary were still behind us a little distance. The Raven's eyes were nere sits as he scanned
t he tracks.

"What have you found?" Cynan denanded.

"They stopped here, lord," he said, sretching a hand towards the marks on the ground.

Il ooked and saw what had upset hinmW heart fell. "How many?" | asked, struggling to keep my voice
stead~. "How many were there?"

"I make it three or four. Five at nobst Not nore.”

"Saeth du,"” Cynan nmuttered. "Five. ."

| stared hard at the tranpled sncw. The confusion of tracks defied explanation. Clearly, the wonet
had net someone. No one
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had di snounted; there were no footprints anong the hoof marks.

"They rode on that way," Drustwn said, looking to the east. | could see that he was right. | also
saw that a decisi on was required.

| waited until the others had gathered around us, and showed t hem what Drustwn had di scovered.
There was nuch nuttering and munbling over this, but |I cut it short. The day was hastening from
us. "Garanaw" | said, calling on the first man to neet nmy eye. "You, N all and Emyr will return
to Dinas Dim. Tell Tegid what we have found here, and then gather provisions and supplies. Cynan
and | will ride ahead. Make haste and join us as soon as you can."

Cynan was quick to catch the neaning of ny words. He immediately ordered Gaeir and four of his
band to go with the three Ravens to help carry the provisions. He was evidently thinking, as I
was, that we might well be on the trail |onger than anyone intended. A depressing thought. Neither
of us spoke a word of this to the other, however, and as soon as the riders had departed we
pressed on.

The nuddl ed tracks soon reconcil ed thensel ves: two horses goi ng side-by-side close together-the
two wonen, | assuned-with a rider on either side a little distance apart, one rider to |l ead the
way and another to follow close behind. That was four strangers accounted for. |If there were nore,
we saw no sign.

The trail |ed eastward, staying on the |ow ground, w nding through the creases between hills
rather than crossing themdirectly. Cearly, they were in no hurry, seeking instead to stay out of
si ght.

I had no doubt now that the tracks we followed were already a day old. | knew al so that we would
not find Goewyn and Tangwen sheltering in the heather sonewhere, waiting for us to rescue them
They had been taken. Stol en. Abducted.

| still could not face the inplications of that. Indeed, | put the thought from me whenever it
surfaced, and concentrated instead on pursuing the trail. | would not specul ate on what awaited me
at the end.

The sall ow sun faded as it passed nidday and sank towards dusk on its low Sollen arc. W rode on-a
long tine, | think, because, when | | ooked again, clouds had closed over the place and the snow
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that had held off all day began to fall in icy pellets that bounced where they hit.

| imagi ned the snow striking Goewyn, becom ng caught in her hair and eyel ashes. | imagi ned her
lips blue and trenbling. | inmagined her shoul ders shaking as she cast anxious gl ances behi nd her
searching the enpty trail, hoping to see nme riding to her rescue.

We stopped at a brook to rest and water the horses. The snow fell in undulating sheets. | knelt
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and scooped icy water to ny nouth, then went to where Cynan stood staring across the narrow strip
of bl ack water.

"The tracks continue on the other side," he said, without taking his eyes fromthe place. "They
did not even stop for water."
"No," | said.

"Then we shoul d not stop, either,
telling on him

"They have a fair lead on us, brother,"” | pointed out. "W do not know how | ong we rust ride unti
we catch them W nust nurse our strength.”

He did not like ne saying it, but knew | spoke the truth. "How could this happen?" he denanded.

he snapped. He was worried about Tangwen and the strain was

"The blanme is mine. | should never have allowed themto go. | was not thinking."

Cynan turned his face towards ne; his blue eyes were al nost black. "I do not blame you, brother,"
he said, though his tone was reproach enough. "The deed is done. That is all. Now it nust be
undone. "

Wen everyone, nmen and horses, had drunk their fill, we noved on

The snow stopped just before sundown and the sky cleared slightly in the west. The setting sun
flared with a violent red-orange and then plunged behind the lonely hills. The too-short w nter
day was ended, but we rode on until it grewtoo dark to see. W nmade canp in a narrow valley in
t he wi ndshadow of a broad hill, huddled close to our fires.

We had nothing to eat, so passed a hungry night. It was m dday the next day before those who had
returned for provisions reached
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us. By riding through the night, they nanaged to catch us before sundown. W paused then to eat
and feed the horses, before going on.

The trail we pursued led unerringly east. Long before | heard the far-off crash of the sea against
the rocky shore | knew the trail would end at the coast. And when, as another sun set on anot her
col d day, we stood on a w nd-battered dune | ooking at the freezing, foam blown waves, their

ceasel ess thunder loud in our ears, | knew beyond all doubt that Goewyn no |onger remrained in

Al bi on.

In the fast-falling twilight, we fanned out along the strand and found tracks in the sand. Hope
kindl ed bright for a nonment, but died when we found one of the wonen's horses: |oose, enpty-

saddl ed, trailing its reins along the beach. It was Tangwen's horse, and its di scovery plunged
Cynan into a frenzy of distress.

"Why one horse only?" he demanded, jerking the reins through his fist. "What does it nean?"

"I do not know," | told him "Perhaps she tried to escape."

"It makes no sense!" he steanmed. "None of this nmakes sense. Even if she tried to escape and they
caught her, why woul d they | eave her horse but take the others?" He glared at ne as if | were

wi t hhol di ng the answers to his questions.

"Brother, | cannot say what happened here. | wish | could."

Too agitated to stand still, he lashed his nount to speed and gal |l oped away al ong the shore. | was
about to follow himup the coast when Drustwn hailed me. He had discovered two | ong deep grooves
in the sand- grooves nade by the keels of boats which had been beached above the tideline.

While two of Cynan's men rode to recall their lord, | dismunted and stood over one of the keel -
mar ks and gazed east across the sea towards Tir Aflan. Sonewhere beyond those raw waves, hard and
dark as slate, ny bride awaited rescue.

| turned fromthe enmpty sea, ny face burning with rage and frustrati on. Bran Bresal, who had been

standing silently beside nme, said, "I think they will not be found in Al bion."

"Yet, | tell you they will be found," | declared. "Send two men back to the crannog. Bring Tegid;
I want himw th nme. Scatha wl|
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want to come, but she is to remain to protect Dinas Dw."

"At once, lord." The Chief Raven wheeled his horse and clattered away over the pebbl ed shingle.
"Cynan!" | shouted. "Cynan, here!"

A nonent |later he joined nme. "Send nmen to bring the boats. W will make canp and await them here."”
He hesitated, cocking an eye at the sky, and seened about to gainsay the plan. Instead, he said,
"Done. "
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Cynan wheel ed away, calling for Gaeir to join him | pulled the winter fleece covering fromny
saddl e and spread it on the wet shingle. Then, setting my face to the sea as it gnashed the shore,
I sat down to begin the |ong wait.
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The Geas of Trean ap ol au

W waited three days for the ships to arrive, and then three nore. Each day was slow torture. Just
after daybreak on the seventh day, four ships arrived fromthe wi nter harborage in the south

Cal edon estuary where Cynan kept them He comranded the nmen to stand ready, and then we returned
to our canmp on the strand to await Tegid's arrival. The bard appeared just before sunset; Scatha,
who woul d not be left behind, rode with him

"My daughter has been taken," she said by way of greeting, "I nean to aid in her rel ease."

There was no denying her, so | said, "As you will, Pen.y-Cat. May your presence prove a boon to
us."

Tegi d expl ained. "As Scatha neant to join us, | sunmoned Cal bha to watch over Dinas Dw. That is

why we could not come sooner.™

I was not pleased with this devel opment. "Let us hope your thoughtl ess del ay has not cost the
lives of either Goewyn or Tangwen." | turned away and hastened to ready the ships to sail, calling
for torches to be lit and for the provisions to be | oaded.

"I't will be dark soon, and there will be no noon tonight," Bran pointed out, stirring hinmself from
the fretful silence of the |last days. "W should wait until norning."
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"W have wasted too nuch tine already," Cynan told him "W sail at once."

Tegid di snbunted and hurried to nmy side. "There is sonething else, Liew," he said.

"It can wait until we have raised sail"

"You must hear it now, " the bard insisted.

I turned on him "I will hear it when | choose! | have waited on this freezing shore for seven
days. Seven days! At this noment | aminterested in just one thing rescuing Goewn. if what you
have to say will acconplish that the quicker, then say it If not, I do not want to hear it."

Tegid's face becane hard; his eyes flashed quick-kindled fire. "And yet you will hear it, 0 Mghty
King," he snapped, fighting to control hinsel

| made to turn away fromhim but he caught ne by the wist of ny silver hand and held nme. Anger
flared hot within ne. "Take your hand off ne, bard. O lose it!"

Several bystanders saw what was happeni ng and stopped to watch-Scat ha and Cynan anong them Tegid
rel eased nme, and raised his hand over his head in the way of a decl ai mng bard.

"Hear me, Liew Llaw Eraint!" he said, spitting the words. "You are Aird Righ of Al bion, and thus
you are set about by many geasa."

"Taboos? Save your breath," | growmed. "I do not care!" |I was doubly angry now. He had di sobeyed
my comrands and put us many days behi nd, and now had the audacity to hinder us further, talking
about sone ridiculous taboo or other. "My wife is abducted! Cynan's bride is gone! Whatever it
takes, | will have them back. Do you understand that? | will give the entire kingdomto obtain
their rel ease!"

"The kingdomis not yours to give," the bard declared flatly. "It belongs to the people who

shel ter beneath your protection. Al you possess is the kingship."

"I will not stand here arguing with you, bard. Stay here if that is what you wish. I amleaving."
Holding ne with his voice, he said. "I say you cannot go."
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| stared at hi mspeechless with rage.

"The Aird Righ of Albion cannot |eave his realm" he announced. "That is the principal geas of
your reign.”

Had he lost his nmind? "What are you saying? | have left before. |I have travelled-"

Tegi d shook his head, and | grasped his point. Since becom ng king, | had never set foot outside
Al bion's borders. Apparently, this was forbi dden ne now for some obscure reason. "Explain," |
snhapped. "And be quick about it."

Tegid sinmply replied, "It is forbidden the H gh King to | eave the [sland of the Mghty-at any
time, for any reason."”

"Unless | hear a better explanation than that,” | told him "you will soon find yourself standing
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here alone. | have ordered the ships to sail, and I nean to be aboard the first one when it
departs.”

"The ships nay depart. Your men may depart,
set foot beyond this shore.”

he said softly. "But you, 0 King, nay not so nuch as

"My wife is out there! And | amgoing to find her." | nade to turn away again.

"I say you will not |eave Albion and remain Aird Righ," he insisted, enphasizing each word.
"Then I will no longer be king!" | spat. "So be it! One way or another, | amgoing to find ny
wife."

If nmy kingship would bring her back, | would give it a thousand tines over. She was ny life, ny
soul; | would give everything to save her

Scat ha stood | ooki ng on inpassively. | understood now why she had cone, and why Tegi d had

di sobeyed ny explicit order. She knew that | would not be able to | eave Al bion, and she assumed
that once | understood the problem | would change ny nind. But | was adamant.

I glanced at Cynan, who stood pulling his moustache and gazing thoughtfully at me. | raised ny
hand and pointed at him "G ve the kingship to Cynan,” | said. "Let himbe Aird R gh."

But Cynan only grunted. "I am going."

"Then give the sovereignty to Scatha," | said.
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Scatha al so declined. "I amgoing to find nmy daughter,” she said. "I will not remain behind."
| turned at once to Bran, only to see himreject the offer as well. "My place is by your side,
lord,” was all he would say.

"WIl no one take the kingship?" | demanded. But no eye met nine, and no one answered. It was
rapidly growing dark, and | was quickly losing what little remaining dignity | possessed.
Whirling on Tegid as if on an attacker, | said, "You see howit is."

"I see," replied the bard icily. "Now | want you to see howit is." Wth that, he paused, closed
his eyes, and took a deep breath. His frst words caught me by surprise.

"Trean ap Golau was a king in Al bion," Tegid announced. "Three things he had which were all his
renown: the love of beautiful wonen; invincibility in battle; and the loyalty of good nmen. One

thing he had which was his travail: it was the geas of his people that he nmust never hunt boar
And this is the way of it. . ."

| glared at him A story! He neant to tell me a story. | could riot believe it. "I do not have
time for this, Tegid," | protested.

Hi s head canme up, his eyes flew open, and he fixed nme with a baleful stare. "One day," he intoned
icily, "when the king is out hunting with his warband, there arises a fearful grunting and
growming, like that of a wild beast So great is the noise that it shakes the trees to their roots
and the very hills fromtop to bottom cracking the rocks and cl eaving the boul ders. Once, tw ce,
three tinmes, the mighty grunting sounds, each tinme |ouder and nore terrible than the |ast.

"King Trean cries to Cet, his wise bard, 'This sound nmust be silenced, or every living thing in

the land will die! Let us find the beast that is causing this din and kill it at once.

"To this, Penderwydd Cet replies, 'That is nore easily said than done, Mghty King. For this sound
i s made by none other than the Boar of Badba, an enchanted beast without ears or tail, but with
tusks the size of your chanpion's spears and twice as sharp. Wiat is nore, it has already killed
and eaten three hundred nmen today, and it is still hungry. This is why it grunts and grow s so as
to sunder the world."'
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"When Treédn ap Gol au hears this he says, 'A boar and a bane it may be, but if | do not stop this
beast there will be nothing left of ny realm’

"Wth that, the king rides to nmeet the nonster and finds it tearing at a broken yewtree to
sharpen its tusks. Thinking to take it with the first blow, he charges the Boar of Badba. But the
giant pig sees himcon ng and | ooses such a horrible grow that the king's horse falls to its
knees with fright and Trean is thrown to the ground.

"The enchanted boar charges the fallen king. Trean hefts his spear, takes aim and lets it fly.
Closer and closer drives the boar. The spear flies true, striking the pig in the center of its
forehead. But the spear does not so nuch as crease the boar's thick hide, and it bounces away.
"The boar closes on the king. Trean draws his sword, and slash! Slash! But the solid blade flies
to pieces in his hand, while the pig remai ns unharned. |ndeed, not even a single bristle is cut.
"Down goes the boar's head, and up goes the king. He clings for a noment to the pig's back, but
the frenzied beast shakes himoff with such a fury that the king is thrown high into the air. The
king |l ands squarely on the yew tree: the splintered trunk pierces his body, and he hangs there,
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i rpal ed on the yew. And the king dies.

"Seeing this, the Boar of Badba begins to devour the king. The beast tears at the dead king's
linmbs. He devours the king's right armand the king's right hand, still clutching the hilt of his
shattered sword. The broken bl ade sticks in the beast's throat, and the Boar of Badba chokes on it
and di es.

"The king's conmpanions run to aid the king, but Treadn ap Golau is dead." Looking directly at ne,
Tegid said, "Here ends the tale of King Trean, let himhear it who will."

I shook ny head slowy. If, by telling nme this tale, he had hoped to di scourage ne, he would be

di sappointed. My nmind was nmade up

"1 hear your tale, bard,"” |I told him "And a npbst portentious tale it is. But if |I nust break this
geas, so be it!"

Strangely, Tegid relented. "I knew that was what you would say." He paused and, as if to allow ne
a final chance to change ny
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m nd, asked, "Is that your choice?"

"It is."

He bent down and laid his staff on the ground before him then straightened, his face |like stone
"So be it The taboo will be broken."

The Chief Bard paused and regarded the ring of faces huddled around us in the failing light.
Speaking slowy, distinctly, so that none woul d m sunderstand, he said, "The king has chosen, now
you nust choose. If any nman wi shes to turn back, he nust do so now. "

Not a nmuscle twitched. Loyal to a man, their oaths of fealty remained intact and their hearts
unnmoved.

Tegi d nodded and, placing a fold of his cloak over his head, began speaking in the Dark Tongue.
"Datod Teyriil Gollwng Tern. Roi'r datod Te, yn-a-Te~ynas! Gnadu Te~yn. Gmthod Teyrn. Collwng
Teryn." He ended, turning to face each direction: "Gollyngdod... gollyngdod. . . gollyngdod.

gol I yngdod. "

Retrieving his staff, he proceeded to inscribe a circle around the entire conpany gathered on the
beach. He joined the two ends of the circle together and, returning to the center, drew a | ong
vertical line and flanked it either side with an inclining line to forma | oose arrowhead shape-
the gogyrveh, he called it: the Three Rays of Truth. Then he raised the staff in his right hand
and drove it into the sand and, taking the pouch fromhis belt, sifted a portion of the obscure
m xture of ash he called the Nawgl an i nto each of the three lines he had drawn.

He stood and touched nmy forehead with the tips of his fingers- marking ne with the sign of the
gogyrven. Raising his hands pal m outward-one over his head, one shoul der hi gh-he opened his nouth
and began to declaim

In the steep path of our comon calli ng,

Be it easy or uneasy to our flesh, Be it bnght or dark for us to follow, Be it stony or snooth
beneat h our feet, Bestow, 0 Goodly-Wse, your perfect guidance;
Lest we fall, or into error stray.
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For those who stand within this cirde, Be to us our portion and our guide;
Ai rdRi gh, by authority of the Twel ve:

The W nd of gusts and gal es,

The Thunder of stormnmy bill ows,

The Ray of bright sunlight,

The &ar of seven battl es,

The Eagl e of the high rock

The Boar of the forest,

The Sal mon of the pool

The Lake of the ,qlen,

The Flowering of the heathe red hill,

The Strength of the warrior

The Wbrd of the poet,

The Fire of thought in the wi se.

Who uphol ds the gorsed4, if not You?

Who counts the ages of the work!, if not You?

Who conmmands the \Weel of Heaven, if not You?
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Who quickens life in the wonb, if not You?
Therefore, God of Al Virtue and Power

Sam us and shield us with your Swi ft Sure Hand,
Grant us victory over foes and fal se nen,

Lead us in peace to our journey's end.

Through this rite, the bard had sai ned us-consecrated us and seal ed our journey with a bl essing.

felt hunmbled and contrite. "Thank you for that," | said to him
But Tegid was not finished. He reached into a fold of his belt, withdrew a pal e object, and
offered it to nme. | held out ny hand and he gave the object to ne. | felt the cool weight in ny

pal m and knew wi thout | ooking what it was: a Singing Stone. Bless him he knew | would choose to
break the geas in order to save Goewyn, and he neant to do what he could to help ne.

"Again, | thank you, brother," | said.

Tegi d said nothing, but withdrew two nore stones and pl aced

themin nmy hands. Wth that, the bard released ne to ny fate. |

tucked the three stones safely into ny belt, turned, and ordered the

men to board the ships. Everyone raced to be first aboard, and
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foll owed close behind. | had all but reached the water when Tegid shouted. "Liewl WII you | eave
your bard behi nd?"

"I would go with a better heart if you went with me," | answered. "But | will think noill if you
stay behind.”

A nonment | ater he stood beside ne. "W go together, brother."

We waded t hrough the icy surge and were haul ed aboard by those waiting on deck. Men took up |ong
pol es and pushed into deeper water as the sails flapped, filled, and billowed. N ght closed its
tight fist around us as the sharp prow divided the waves, throwi ng salt spray in our faces and
spewi ng sea foam over our cl othes.

In the deep dark of a noonless Sollen night | left Al bion behind. I did not |ook back

The seas were rough, the wind raw and cold. W were battered by rain and sleet, and tossed on
every wave as the sea battled our passage. More than once | feared a water grave would clai mus
but sail ed ahead regardl ess. There was no turning back

"What makes you think they have escaped to the Foul Land?" Tegid asked. | stood at the prow,
holding to the rail. W had not seen the sun since our departure.

"Pal adyr was behind this," | told him staring at the waves and pounding ny fist against the rail
"Why do you say so?"

"Who el se could it be?" | retorted. Neverthel ess, his question brought up the doubt I had so far
suppressed. | turned ny head to neet his gaze. "What do you know?"

Hi s dark brows arched slighfly. "I know that no man | eaves a trail on the sea."”

"The trail leads to hr Aflan. That is where we bani shed Pal adyr, and that is where he has taken
them" | declared, speaking with far nore certainty than | felt at the nonment. Standing on the
shore, there had been no doubt. Now, after two days aboard a heaving ship, | was not so sure. What

if they had sailed south, and nade | andfall at any of a thousand hi dden, namnel ess coves?
1~7
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Tegid was silent for a tine, thinking. Then he said, "Wy would Pal adyr do this?"

"That much is obvious: revenge."

The bard shook his head. "Revenge? For giving himback his Iife?"

"For sending himto Tir Allan," | answered curtly. "Wy? Wat do you think?"

"Through all things Paladyr has | ooked to hinself and his own "ain," Tegid countered. "I think he
woul d be content to save hinself now. Al so, | have never known Pal adyr to act al one.”

True. Paladyr was a warrior, nore inclined to the spear than to subtle machinations. | considered
this. "It does not matter," | decided at last. "Wiether he acted alone or with a whole host of
devi ous schemers, it makes no difference. | would still go."

"Of course," Tegid agreed, "but it would be good to know who is with himin this. That might nmake
a difference.” He was silent for a nonent, regarding me with his sharp grey eyes. "Bran told ne
about the beacon.”

I frowned into the slate-dark sea

"I's there anything el se you have not told me? If so, tell nme now"
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"There is something else," | adnitted finally.

"What is it?" Tegid asked softly.

"Goewyn is carrying our child. No one el se knows. She wanted to wait a little |onger before
telling anyone."

"Before telling anyone!" Tegid blustered. "The king's child!" Shaking his head in amazenent and

di sbelief, he turned his face to the sea and gazed out across the wave.worried deep. It was a | ong

time before he spoke again. "I wish | had known this before," he said at last. "The child is not
yours alone; it is a synbol of the bounty of your reign and belongs to the clan. | should have
been told."

"W were not trying to hide it fromanyone," | said. "Wuld it have nmade a difference?"

"W will never know," he answered bleakly and fell silent.

"Tegid," | said after a while, "Tir Aflan--~have you ever been there?"
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"Never."

"Do you know anyone who has?"

He gave a mirthless runble of a laugh. "Only one: Pal adyr."

"But you nust know sonething of the place. How did it get its nane?"

He pursed his lips. "Fromtine past renenbering it has been called Tir Aflan. The name is well
deserved, but it was not always so. Anbong the Learned Brotherhood it is said that once, |ong ago,
it was th~ nost blessed of realns-Tir Gwn, it was called then."

"The Fair Land," | repeated. "What happened?”

H s answer surprised nme. "At the height of its glory, hr Gwn fell."

"Fel | ?" | wondered. "How?"

"It is said that the people left the True Path: they wandered in error and selfishness. Evil arose
anong them and they no | onger knew it. Instead of resisting, they enbraced it and gave thensel ves
toit. The evil grew, it devoured them devoured everything good and beautiful in the land."
"Until there was nothing left,” | rmurnured.

"The Dagda renoved his Swift Sure Hand fromthem and Tir Gwn becane Tir Allan," he expl ained
"Now it is inhabited only by beasts and outcasts who prey upon one another in their tornment and
msery. It is a land lacking all things needful for the confort of men. Do not seek succor
consol ati on, or peace. These will not be found. Only pain, sorrow, and turnoil."

"o~

Frowni ng, Tegid inspected ne out of the corner of his eye. "Yes, you will soon see it for

yoursel f," he said, pointing with the head of his staff to the sea before us. | |ooked at what
appeared to be a dull grey bank of cloud riding | ow on the horizon: my first glinmpse of the Fou
Land. "After we have sojourned there awhile, tell nme if it deserves its nane."

| gazed at the colorless blotch of |andscape bobbing in the seaswell. It seened dreary, but not
nmore so than nmany another |and mass when approached through m st and drizzle on a sunl ess day.
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I ndeed, | wondered after Tegid's description that it did not |ook nore abject and gl oony.

| had cone to find Goewyn, and | would go through earthquake, flood, and fire to save her. No

I and, however hostile, would stand in ny way.

But in that | was wildly and woefully naive.
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Easier to carry ships across the sea on our backs than nake safe landfall in the Foul Land. The
ragged coast was rinmed with broken rocks. The sea heaved and shredded itself on the jagged stunps
with a sense-nunbing roar. We spent the better part of a day searching along the coast for

har borage, and then, as the day sped fromus, we happened upon a bay guarded by two rock stack
pronontories that forned a narrow entrance.

Despite the shelter offered by the headl ands, Tegid did not like the bay. He clainmed it nmade him
feel uneasy. Neverthel ess, after a brief consultation, we concluded that this was the best

| andfall we had yet seen and the best we were likely to find.

| gave the order, and one by one the ships passed between the towering stacks. Once inside the
shelter of the rocks, the water was deathly cal mand deep-hued, darker even than the sea round
about. "Listen," Tegid said. "Do you hear?"

I cocked nmy head to one side. "I hear nothing."

"The gulls have departed.”

An entire flock of seagulls had been our constant conpani ons since the voyage began. Now t here was
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not a single bird to be seen

| stood at the prow as Cynan's vessel passed ours and drew into the center of the bay. Cynan
hail ed us and pointed out a place where

Tir Aflan
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we mght land. He was still leaning at the rail, hand extended, when | saw the water in front of
his ship begin to boil

Wthin the space of three heartbeats it was bubbling furiously. No caul dron ever frothed nore
fiercely. The water heaved and shuddered; gassy bubbles burst the sea surface, releasing a pale
green vapor that curled over the churning water.

The men on board rushed to the rails and peered into the seething water. Exclanations of amazenent
turned to cries of anguish when out of the troubled water there arose the scaly head of an

enor nous serpent. Fanged jaws gaping, forked tongue thrusting |like a double. headed spear, the
creature hissed and the sound was that of ships' sails ripping in a gale.

From behind and a little to one side, | saw the nonster with the clarity of fear. Its nucus-slick
skin was a nottled green and grey, like the stormsick sea its head was flat, its yellow eyes

bul ged; scales thick and ragged as tree bark formed a ridge along its back, otherw se its bl oated
body was snooth and sliny as a slug. A steady streamof filnmy sline flowed fromtwo huge nostri
flaps at the end of its snout and froma row of smaller pits, that began at the base of its throat
and ran along the mdline of the creature's sinuous |ength.

If its appearance had been designed to inspire revul sion, the nonster could not have been better
contrived. My throat tightened and ny stonmach heaved at the sight. And then the wi nd-blast of the
beast's breath hit us and | retched at the stench

"Llew" Tegid appeared beside nme at the prow. He pressed a spear into ny hand.

"What is that thing?" | demanded, dragging ny sleeve across ny nouth. "Do you know?"

Wthout taking his eyes fromthe creature, he replied in a voice holloww th dread: "It is an
afanc. "

"Can it be killed?"

He turned his face to ne, pasty with fright. H's nmouth opened, but he nmade no sound. His eyes slid
past me to the creature

"Tegid! Answer ne!" | grabbed himby the armand spun himto
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face ne. "Can it be killed?"

He cane to hinself sonewhat. "I do not know. "

| turned to the warriors behind me. "Ready your spears!" | cried. There were five horses in the
center of the boat; the sudden appearance of the nonster had thrown theminto a panic. They bucked
and whinnied, trying to break their tethers. "Cal mthose horses! Cover their eyes!"

A tremendous cracki ng sound echoed across the water. | turned back to see Cynan's vessel shiver
and lurch sideways. Then it began to rise, hoisted aloft on a great, sliny coil. Men screaned as
the ship tilted and swayed in the air.

"Closer!" | shouted to the hel msman. "We nust help them "

In the same instant, an eel-like hunp surfaced before the prow. The ship struck the afanc and
shivered to a halt, throwing nen onto their hands and knees. Wnding a rope around ny netal hand,
I | eaned over the rail and, taking ny spear, drove the blade into the slinme-covered skin. Bl ue-

bl ack bl ood oozed fromthe wound

I withdrew the spear and struck again, and then again, sinking the blade deep. On the third stroke

| drove the iron down with all ny strength. | felt the resistance of hard nuscle, and then the
fl esh gave way and the spear-shaft plunged. The great bl oated body twitched with pain, alnost
yanking my armfromits socket. Bl ack water appeared below nme; | released the spear just as Tegid

snatched ne by the belt and haul ed ne back into the boat.

O hers, quickened by ny exanple, began slashing at the afanc with their weapons. Wunds split the
snooth skin in a hundred places. The grey-green seawater soon becane greasy with the dark issue of
bl ood. Whether the nonster felt the sting of our blades, or whether it nerely shifted itself in
the water in order to concentrate its attack, | do not know. But the afanc hissed and the wounded
hunp sank and di sappeared. The warriors raised a war cry at their success.

Meanwhi |l e, Cynan and his nmen, clinging to the rails, loosed a frenzied attack upon the beast's

head and throat. | saw Cynan bal ancing precariously on the tilting prow. He lofted his spear. Took
aim And let fly. He groaned with the effort as the shaft left his hand.
203
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The spear flew up and stuck in the center of the afanc's eye. The i nmense snaky head began weavi ng
fromside to side in an effort to dislodge the spike.

The men cheered.

The praise turned to shouts of dismay, however, as the afanc reared, lifting its odious head high
above the water. Its mouth yawned open, revealing row upon row of teeth Iike sharpened spindles.
Warriors scattered as the gaping maw | ooned above them But several nmen stood fast and let fly
their spears into the pale yell owwhite throat.

Hi ssing and spitting, the awful head wi thdrew, spears protruding like bristles fromits neck. The

ship, still caught in the afanc's coil, heaved and shook

We were still too far away to help them "Coser!" | shouted. "Get us closer!"

Cynan, clinging desperately to the rail, shouted for another spear as the afanc's head rose to
stri ke again.

"Closer!" | cried. "Hurry!" But there was nothing we could do.

The afanc's nouth struck the ship's mast. The crack of tinber sounded across the water. The nast
splintered and the ship rolled, spilling men and horses into the froth-Ilaced waves.

Ani dst the screans of the nmen, | heard a strange sound, a dreadful bowel-churning sound-thick
raspi ng, gagging. | |ooked and saw the top half of the ship's nmast |odged sideways in the afanc's

throat. The terrible creature was working its mouth, trying to swallow, but the splintered tinber
had caught in the soft flesh and stuck fast.

Unable to free itself, the afanc | ashed its hideous head fromside to side, thrashing in the water
like a whip. And then, when it seemed the ships would be dashed to bits by the flailing head, the
bl oat ed body heaved and, with a |ast cataclysmc lash of its finless tail, the beast subsided into
the deep. The two ships nearest to it were inundated by water and near to foundering, but turned
and steered towards the shore. The last ship, swanped in the heavy chop, nearly capsized.
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We drove towards Cynan's vessel and aided those we could reach. Even so, three horses drowned and
a dozen nen had a long, cold swmto shore. W were able to save the damaged ship, but |ost the
provi si ons.

Wien the | ast nan had been dragged ashore, nunb with shock and half frozen, we gathered on the
shingle, nmute, as we gazed out over the now peaceful bay. W made fast the ships as best we could
and then withdrew further up the coast, well away fromthe afanc's bed, to spend a sl eepl ess night
huddl ed around sputtering fires in a forlorn effort to warm oursel ves.

Sleet hissed in the fitful flanmes and the wet wood sizzled. W got little heat and | ess confort
for our efforts, and as the sun rose like a wan white ghost in a dismal grey sky, we gave up
trying to get warm and began searching the shoreline for signs of Goewyn, Tangwen, and their
abductors. Discovering no trace of them settled for finding our own way inland.

"aan~ na ci," grunmbled Cynan, m st beaded in his wiry hair and moustache. "This place stinks.

Snell the air. It stinks.” H's nostrils flared and he grinmaced with distaste. The air was rank and
heavy as a refuse pit

Tegi d stood nearby, leaning on his staff and squinting sourly at the dense tangle of woodl and

rising sheer fromthe narrow beach like a grey wall. The strand was sharp with shards of flint.
Dead trees lay on the shore like stiffened corpses, shriveled roots dangling in the air. "W
shoul d not linger here," he said. "Qur coming will be marked."

"All the better,” | remarked. "I want Pal adyr to know we are here."

"I was not thinking of Paladyr only," the bard told ne. "He may be the | east of our worries.
sense far worse trouble awaiting us."

"Bring it on," Alun declared. "I amnot afraid."
Tegid grunted and turned a bal eful eye on him "The | ess boasted now, the less you will later
regret.”

Shortly after, Garanaw returned fromhis foray up the coast to report that he had found a stream
whi ch woul d serve as a path inland. Cynan proposed a plan to nake for the hills we had seen
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fromthe ships; fromthe vantage of height we might discern the lie of the land and espy some sign
of the eneny habitation

The evidence of the hoofprints, beacons, and the grooves of ships' keels left little doubt that

Pal adyr had the help of others. Fromthe heights we could easily spot the snoke froma canpfire or
settlement. It was an extrenely slender hope resting on the narrowest of chances, but it was al

we had. So, we pursued it as if we were sure of success.
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Drustwn returned froma survey of the coast to the south. "The land rises to steep cliffs. There
is no entry that | could see.”

"Right. Then we go north. Lead the way, Garanaw.”

We noved off slowy, following Garanaw s | ead. Bran and the other Ravens wal ked with him Cynan
and his warband foll owed themin ragged ranks, and Tegid, Scatha and | cane next, followed by six
warriors | eading the horses in a |long double Iine. The wood lining the shore was so cl ose-grown
and thick there was no point in tiding. W would have to go on foot, at least until the trai
opened sonmewhat

The stream Garanaw had seen turned out to be a reeking seepage of yellow water flow ng out of the
wood and over the stony beach to slide in an ochre stain into the sea. One sniff and | deci ded
that it was the run-off froma sul phur spring. Nevertheless, the water had carved a path of sorts
t hrough the brush and undergrowt h: a rough, steep-sided gully.

Wth a |last |ook at the dead white sky, we turned and headed inland al ong the ravine. Underni ned
trees had toppled and lay both in and over the gully, making progress tortuous in the extreme. W
soon | ost sight of the sky; the ceiling above was a mass of interwoven |inbs as close and dense as
any thatch. W advanced with aching sl owness through a rank twilight, our |egs and feet covered in
vilesnmelling nud. The only sound to reach our ears was the cold wind bawing in the bare treetops
and the sniffling trickle of the stream

The horses refused to go into the wood, and we had barely begun when we were forced to stop while
a score or nore of the aninmals were blindfolded. Calnmed in this way, the | ead ani nals proceeded
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and the rest allowed thenselves to be |ed.

We toiled through the day, marking our progress fromstunp to broken stunp of fallen trees. W
ended the day exhausted and nunmb from slipping and sliding against the sides of the gully, and
clinmbed fromthe defile to make canp. At |east there was no shortage of firewosod, and soon there
were a good many fires ablaze to light that disnmal day's end.

Tegid sat a little apart, bowed over his staff. H's thoughts were turned i nward, and he spoke no

word to us. | thought it best not to intrude on his nusings, and left himto hinself.

After resting, the men began to talk quietly to one another, and those in charge of the provisions
stirred to prepare supper. | sat with Scatha, Bran and Cynan, and we tal ked of the day's progress-
or lack of it.

"W will fare better tonorrow," | said, wi thout nuch conviction. "At |east, we can do no worse."

"I will not be sorry to get out of this putrid ditch,” Cynan grunbl ed

"I ndeed, Cynan Machae," Alun said, "the sight of you struggling through the nuck is enough to
bring tears to nmy eyes."

Scat ha, her long hair bound in tight plaits and tucked under her war cap, scraped nud from her
buskins with a stick as she observed, "It is the stench that brings tears to ny eyes.”

Qur gl oomlightened somewhat at that, and we turned our attention to settling the men and securing
the canp for the night. W ate a small neal-with little appetite-and then wapped ourselves in our
cl oaks and sl ept.

The next day dawned wet A raw wind blew fromthe north. And though it was cold enough there was no
snowj ust a mserable danp chill that went straight to the bone and stayed there. The foll ow ng
day was no different, nor was the one after that. W slogged along the bottom of the defile,

t hreadi ng our way over, under, and around the toppled logs and linbs, resting often, but stopping
only when we could no |longer drag one foot in front of the other
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The ground rose before us in a steady incline, and by the end of the third day we had all begun to
wonder why we had not reached our destination

"I do not understand it," Bran confessed. "W should have gained the top of this |oathsone hil

| ong since.”

He stood | eaning on his spear, nmud and sweat on his brow, breecs and cl oak sodden and filthy-and
the rest of the noble Raven Flight were no better. They | ooked nore |ike fugitives of the hostage
pit than a royal warband.

None of us had shaved in many days, and all of us were covered in reeking nud. | would have given
much to find a suitable trickle or pool to wash away sone of the nuck. But both this and the
sunmit el uded us.

I turned to Tegid and conplained. "Wiy is it, Tegid? W walk a fair distance every day, but have
yet to cone in sight of the top."

The bard's nouth twisted, as if with pain, as he said, "You know as nmuch as | do in this accursed
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I and. "

"What do you nean? What is wong?"

"l can see nothing here," he nmuttered bitterly. "I amblind once nore."

| stared at himfor a nonent, and then it cane to ne what he neant "Your awen, Tegid-l had no

i dea. "

"I't does not matter," he said bitterly, turning away. "It is no great |oss."

"What is wong with hinP" asked Cynan. He had seen us ne tal king, and had joined ne just as the
bard flung away.

"It is his anen," | explained. "It is no use to himhere."
Cynan frowned. "That is bad. If ever we needed the sight of a bard, it is here in Tir Aflan."
"Yes," | agreed. "Still, if wisdomfails, we nust rely on wits and strength al one.™

Cynan smiled slowy. He liked the sound of that. "You make a passabl e king,
are still a warrior at heart."

We made canmp in the dank wood and rose with the sun to renew our march. The day was a struggle
agai nst tedi um and nonot ony but

208

SONG OF ALBI ON

least it was not so cold as previous days. In fact, the higher we clinbed, the wanner the air
became. W wel coned this unexpected benefit and persevered; we were rewarded in the end by
reaching the top of the hill.

Though the sun had | ong since given up the fight, we dragged Durselves over the rimof the hill to
a level, grassy place. A sullen twilight revealed a large, flat clearing. W quickly gathered
firewood fromthe forest below and built the fire high. Bran cautioned against this, thinking that
the last thing we needed was a beacon to alert any nmeny who happened to be near. But | judged we
needed the light as well as the warnth, and did not care if Paladyr and his rogues saw it.

As ny wi se bard had al ready warned, however, Pal adyr was the | east of our troubles-as the shouts
of alarmfromthe pickets oon proved.
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he replied, "but you

The Si abur

In the tinme-between-tines, just before dawn, the horses screaned. W had picketed them just beyond
the heat-throw of the canpfire, so the flanes would not disturb them As we were in unknown | ands,
Bran had established a tight guard on the animals and around the perinmeter of the canp as well.

Yet the only warning we had was the sudden nei ghing and rearing of the horses-quickly followed by
t he pani cked shouts of the sentry.

I had nmy spear in ny hand and ny feet were already noving before ny eyes were fully open. Bran was
but a step behind nme and we reached the place together. The guard, one of Cynan's nmen, stood with
his back to us, his spear |ying beside himon the ground.

The man turned towards us with an expression of nystified terror. Sweat stood out on his brow and
his eyes showed white. His teeth were clenched tight, and cords stood out on his neck. Though his
arns hung slack at his sides, his hands twi tched and trenbl ed.

"What has happened?” | asked, seeing no evidence of violence.

By way of reply the warrior extended his hand and pointed to an angular |unp nearby. | stepped
nearer and saw that what, in the cold |ight, appeared to be nothing nore than a outcrop of rock..
Bran pushed forward, and knelt for a closer |ook. The Raven
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Chi ef drew a |ong, shaky breath. "I have never seen the like," he said softly.

As he spoke, | becane aware of a sweetly rancid snell-like that of spoiled cheese, or an infected
wound. The scent was not strong but, |ike the quivering guard, | was overcone with a sudden

upwel I'ing of fear.

Get up! Get out! a voice cried inside ny head. Go! Get away from here while you can

| turned to the guard. "What did you see?"

For a nonent he nerely stared at me as if he did not understand. Then he canme to hinmself and said,
"I saw... a shadow, lord.., only a shadow "
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| shivered at the words but, to steady ny own trenbling hand, bent down, picked up the sentry's
fallen spear, and gave it to him "Bring Tegid at once."

Roused by the commtion, others had gathered around. Sone nurnured uneasily, but npst |ooked on in
sil ence. Cynan appeared, took one | ook and cursed under his breath. Turning to ne, he said, "Wo
found it?"

"One of your nmen. | sent himto fetch Tegid."

Cynan stooped. He reached out his hand, thought better of it and pulled back. "M ananl" he
muttered, "it is an unchancy thing."

Tegid joined us then. Wthout a word, he stepped to the fore. Scatha foll owed on his heels.

"What has happened?" asked Scat ha, taking her place beside ne. "What. . ." She took in the sight
before her and fell silent.

The bard spent a |ong nonent studying the nmisshapen heap before him prodding it with the butt of
his staff. Turning away abruptly, he cane to where Bran, Cynan and | stood. "Have you counted the
horses?" he inquired.

"No," | said. "W did not think to-"

"Count them now, " Tegid conmmanded.

| turned and nodded to two nen behind nme; they disappeared at Dflce. "Wat happened? What coul d..
." 1 strained for words, "what ould do this?"
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Bef ore he coul d answer, soneone shouted fromthe hillside below. W hurried at once to the place
and found a second display just like the first: the body of a horse. Though, like the first, it
scarcely resenbled a horse any nore.

The dead animal's hide was wet, as if covered with dew, the hair all bunched and spiky. An oddly
colorless eye bulged fromits socket, and a pale, puffy tongue protruded through the open nouth.
But the remains were those of a creature starved to death whose corpse has coll apsed i nward upon
itself-little nore than skin stretched across a junble of sharp-jutting bone.

The horse's ribs, shoul der bl ades, and haunches stood out starkly. Every tendon and si new could be
traced with ease. If we had starved the hapl ess beast and left it exposed on the hilltop al

wi nter the sight would have been no nore stark. Yet, as | knelt and placed ny hand agai nst the
ani mal 's bony throat, the sensation was so uncanny ny hand jerked back as if my fingers had been
bur ned.

"The carcass is still warm" | said. "It is freshly killed."

"But | see no blood," Scatha observed, pulling her cloak high around her throat.

"Cch, there is not a drop of blood left in the beast," Cynan pointed out.

Appal | ed by the w zened appearance of the aninals, it had not occurred to ne to wonder why they
| ooked that way. | considered it now "It |ooks as though the blood has been drained fromthe
carcass," | said.

"Not blood only, | think," Bran nused, answering my own thought. So saying, he lifted the point of
his spear and sliced into the belly of the dead horse. There was no bl ood-no bodily fluid of any
kind. The organs and nuscle tissue were dry, with a stiff, woody appearance.

"Saeth du," Cynan grunted, rubbing his neck. "Dry as dust."

Tegi d nodded grimy, and glanced around the long slope of hillside as if he expected to see a
mysteri ous assailant escaping through the trees. There was little to be seen in the thin early
morning light; the mst-draped trunks of trees, and a thick hoarfrost
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covering grass and |inbs and branches bled the color fromthe land until it |ooked like.., like

the stiff and bl oodl ess carcass before us.
The horse lay where it had fallen. Aside froma few strange, stick-like tracks around the head of

the carcass, | could see no prints in the frosty grass. Nor were there any tracks | eadi ng away
fromthe kill.
"Coul d an eagle do this?" | wondered al oud, knowi ng the notion absurd as the words left ny lips.

But not hing el se suggested itself to ne.

"No natural.born creature,"” Bran said; he held his chin close to his chest. A good many others
wer e unconsciously protecting their throats.

"Well?" | asked, looking to Tegid for an answer.

"Bran is right," the bard replied slowy. "It was no natural creature.”
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"What then?" demanded Cynan. "M anam man! WII you yet tell us?"

Tegid frowned and | owered his head. "It was a stabur."” He uttered the word cautiously, as if it

m ght hurt his tongue. | could tell by the way he gripped his staff that he was badly shaken

The men returned fromcounting the horses. "Two tens and eight," was their census.

"Thirty-three nmen," | remarked, adding, "and now we have horses for twenty-eight. Geat. Just
great"

"This siabur," Scatha wanted to know, "what manner of creature is it?"

Tegid grinmaced. "It is one of the sluagh,"” he told us reluctantly. E-le did not like speaking the
nane al oud.

Ghost? Denon? | tried to work out the neaning of the word, but :ould get no further than that.
"The Learned call them siabur. They are an order of spirit beings that derive their sustenance
fromthe |ifeblood of the living."

"Bl ood- sucking spirits?" Cynan blustered, his tone forced and his voice overloud. He was hol di ng
fear at bay the best way he knew, and only half succeeding. "What is this you are telling us?"
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"I amtelling you the truth." Tegid jerked his head around defiantly, as if daring anyone to

gai nsay him

"Tell us nore, brother," Bran urged. "We will hear you."

"Very well," the bard relented, flicking a cautionary glance in Cynan's direction. "The siabur are
predatory spirits-as you have seen with your own eyes. Upon finding their prey, they take to
thensel ves a body with which to nake their attack, devouring the very blood as it flows."

I did not blanme Cynan for his disbelief; Tegid s description was incredible. But for the two dead
horses, sucked dry and cast aside |like w thered husks, | would have disnmissed it as little nore
than whinmsy. Cearly, there was nothing remotely fanciful about it. And Tegid stood before us

sol etm and severe

"Nothing like this is known in Al bion," said Scatha. "Nothing like this. . ."

"That is because the Island of the Mghty remains under the protection of the Swift Sure Hand,"

Tegid said. "It is not soin Tir Afian."

"What can be done?" | wondered al oud.

"Light is their eneny," the bard explained. "Fire is light-they do not like fire."

"Then tonight we will bring the horses within the circle of the canpfire," Cynan suggested.
"Better than that," | replied. "We will build a circle of fire around the entire canp.”

Tegi d approved. "That will serve. But nore must be done. W nust burn the carcasses of the horses
and the ashes nust be scattered in noving water before the sun sets.”
"WIl that free us fromthe siabur?"

"Free us?" Tegid shook his head slowy. "It will prevent them frominhabiting the bodies of the
dead. But we will not be free until we set foot in Al bion once nore."
No one was willing to touch the dead horses, and | had not the heart to conpel any nan to do what

I nyself abhorred. So we heaped a nound of firewood over the unfortunate beasts and burned them
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where they lay. The carcasses gave of f an excess of thick, oily black snoke with the sanme rancid
cheese snell | had narked earlier

Tegid nade certain that every scrap of hide and bone was burned, and then raked the coals and
gathered the ashes in two | eather bags. After that we turned our attention to finding a stream or
river into which we could strew the ashes.

This proved nore difficult than anyone i nagi ned.

Tegi d considered the turgid seepage in the ravine unacceptable for our purposes, and we were
forced to | ook el sewhere. Leaving Bran in charge of the canp, Tegid, Scatha, Cynan and | set off
in the bright light of a dour, w ndswept norning in search of a stream or brook. W soon

di scovered that the hilltop we were canped upon was not a natural hill at all

Scatha first tunbled to the fact that the plain on which we stood was strikingly flat for a
natural plateau, and furthered this observation by remarking the peculiar regularity in the curve
of the horizon. We rode a fair portion of the circunference just to nake certain, and found as we
expected that the rimof the plateau forned a perfect circle.

Despite this evidence, Tegid remmined hesitant and w thheld judgnment, until he had examni ned the
center. It took considerable effort just to find it, it was no sinple matter to quarter a circle
that large. But Tegid lined out a course and we followed it. After a |l engthy survey we found what
we were | ooking for: the broken stub of a nassive pillar stone.

So i nmense was the thing, we had failed to recognize the hill for what it was: a gigantic nound,
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anci ent beyond reckoni ng, raised by human hands. Sheer size obscured its true nature. But the
presence of the pillar stone renoved all remaining doubt. The mound was the o~np hal os, the
synbolic center of hr Aflan. Judging by the size of the circular plateau, it was sonething in the
order of twenty to thirty times larger than the sacred nound of Al bion on Ynys Bainail

Tegi d was thunderstruck. He knelt in the long grass with his hands resting on his thighs, staring
bl ankly at the bare hunp of weather-worn rock protruding fromthe ground. Cynan used his

215

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

sword to hack away sone of the turf while Scatha and | | ooked on. The wind gusted fitfully around
us and the horses whickered uneasily. | noticed that though the grass was |ong and green, the
horses refused to eat nore than a few nouthfuls

Cynan sliced with the edge of his sword, and rolled away grass and earth in a thick mat. Then he
dug with his hands. When he had finished, a portion of grey stone lay exposed to view The flat,
snoot h surface of the stone was incised with |lines deep-cut and even-the remai ns of the saining
synbols originally carved into the pillar stone

We all stared at the peculiar marks and struggled to i magi ne how the great standing stone woul d
have appeared to those who had built the nound and raised it. Arelic of the renpte past, before
the Fair Land declined, the broken stone seened to defy understanding even as it comanded
veneration. It was as if we were confronted by a presence that both overwhel med and beguil ed. No
one spoke. W just stood | ooking on..

Tegi d~ was first to shake off the unnatural fascination. Rising slowy, he staggered and nade an
arc inthe air with his staff. "Enough!" he said, his voice thick and sluggish. "Let us leave this
pl ace."

As he spoke, | felt a sudden and virulent resentnent at his suggestion. | wanted only to be
allowed to remain as | was, quietly contenplating the broken pillar stone. Tegid s voice reached
nme as a grating annoyance.

"Ll ewt Cynan! Scatha!" he shouted. "W nust flee this place at once.™

Into ny mnd canme an inage of Tegid Iying on the ground bl eeding fromhis nose and nouth; | could
feel his staff in nmy hands. | was seized by an urge to strike the bard down with his own staff.
wanted to punish himfor disturbing ne. | wanted to make hi m bl eed and di e.

"Ll e Cone, we nust-"

H s face swam before me, concern creasing his brow | felt his hands, grasping, claw ng..

"Ll ewt "
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| do not renenber noving-nor raising ny silver hand at all. | saw a shimering blaze out of the

corner of nmy eye and felt a jolt in nmy shoulder. And then Tegid-lurching, falling, hands clutching
hi s head

Bright red bl ood on green grass, and Tegid's staff in nmy hands... and then Cynan's arms were
around ne and | was struggling

in his grasp as he lifted ny feet off the ground.

"Liew Let be!" Cynan's voice was loud in ny ear. "Peace, brother. Peace!"

"Cynan?" | said, and felt mnyself returning as if froma great distance, or energing froma waking
dream "Release ne. Put me down."
He still held ne above the ground, but | felt his grip | oosen sonmewhat. "It is over, brother," |

reassured himearnestly. "Please, put nme down."
Cynan rel eased ne and together we knelt over Tegid, who was |ying dazed on the ground, bl eeding
froma nasty gash over his tenple

"Tegid?" | said. His eyes rolled in his head and cane to rest on ne. He noaned. "I amsorry,"
told him "I do not know what happened to nme. Can you stand?"
"Ahhh, 1 think so. Help nme." Cynan and | raised himbetween us, and held himuntil he was steady

on his feet. "That netal hand of yours is harder than it | ooks-and quicker," he said. "I will be
better prepared next tine."

"I amsorry, Tegid. | do not know what cane over ne. It was... uh, | amsorry."

"Come," he replied, shaking off the assault, "we will speak no nore of it now. W nust |eave here

at once."

Cynan handed Tegid his staff, and threw ne a wary gl ance. "The horses have strayed. | will bring
them" he said, but seened reluctant to | eave.

"Go," | said. "I will not attack Tegid again." Still, he hesitated. "Truly, Cynan. Go."

As Cynan indicated, the horses had strayed. |ndeed, they had
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wandered far across the plain and were now sone di stance fromus. "They nust have bolted," |
observed, watching Cynan stride away. "But | do not renenber it."

W ping blood fromhis face with the edge of his cloak, Tegid squinted up at the sky and announced,
"W have lingered here | onger than we knew. "

"What do you nmean?" | asked, follow ng his gaze skyward. | tried to gauge the position of the sun
but the bright norning had faded and thick clouds now gat hered overhead. How | ong had we stood

t here?

"The day has passed us," the bard declared. "It will be dark soon."

"But that cannot be," | objected. "W disnmounted only a few nonents ago."

He shook his head gravely. "No," he insisted, "the day is spent. W nmust neke haste if we are to
reach canp before dark." He called to Scatha and started off after Cynan

Scat ha made no nmove to join us. Her spear lay on the ground beside her. | retrieved the weapon
and put my hand on her arm "Scatha?" The skin was cold and hard beneath ny touch-nore |Iike stone
than living flesh. "Tegid!'" | shouted.

He was beside ne in an instant. "Scatha!" He shouted her name loud in her ear. "Scatha! Hear ne!"
He shouted her nane once and again, but her eyes stared enptily ahead-w de and eerily intent, as
if she were transfixed by sonmething that demanded all her attention

When she did not respond, Tegid groaned deep in his throat and, dropping his staff, seized her by
the arns and turned the unresisting Pen-y-Cat bodily away fromthe stone. He shook her, but she
did not respond.

"Let us take her away from here," | suggested. "Mybe-"

The bard's hand flicked out and struck her cheek. The sound of the slap shocked ne, but brought no
response from Scatha. He sl apped her again, and shook her hard. "Scatha! Fight it, Scatha.

Resist!"

H s open pal m connected and her head snapped back. | could
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trace the print of his hand on her cheek. He shook her and raised his hand to strike again.

"No!" | said, catching his wist. "Enough. It is enough. It is not working." On a sudden
inspiration, | suggested: "Here, | will carry her."

Wthout waiting for Tegid' s assent, | swept Scatha into ny arns and began novi ng away fromthe
stone. Her body, at first rigid, relaxed as soon as | lifted her feet off the ground and turned mny
back on the broken stone.

She moaned softly, and closed her eyes. In a nmonment, tears slipped fromunder her |ashes to slide

down the side of her face. | stopped wal ki ng and put her down. She | eaned heavily agai nst ne.
"Scatha," | said, "can you hear ne?"

"Llew... oh, Llew," she said, drawi ng a shaky breath. "Wat is happening?"

"It is well. We are leaving this place. Can you wal k?"

"l feel so-lost,"” she said. "A pit opened at ny feet-1 stood at the edge and | felt nyself
falling. | tried to save nyself~ but | could not nove... | could not scream. ." She raised her

fingertips to her reddened cheek. "I heard soneone calling ne.

"This place is cursed," Tegid said. "W nust go fromhere."

Supporting her between us, we began wal king to where Cynan was | aboring to catch the horses. They
were skittish and he was having difficulty getting cl ose enough to grab the dangling reins. W
wat ched as he stole closer, |unged, grabbed-only to have the horse shy, buck, and run away. Cynan
pi cked hinsel f up off the ground and stanped his foot as the horses galloped further out of reach
"It is no use," he said, as we drew near. "The stupid beasts are frightened and flee at shadows. |
cannot get near them™

"Then we nust wal k back to canp,

Tegid replied, noving off.

"What about the horses?" | asked. "We cannot-"

"Leave them"

"W need our weapons, at least," | maintained. Scatha had kept her spear, but Cynan and | had |eft
ours beneath our saddl es when we di snmount ed.
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"Leave them " the bard shouted, turning to confront us. Hi s voice resounded enptily over the
plain. "Believe nme when | say that this nmound is no safe place for us after dark. Qur only
protection lies within the circle of the fire."

He turned away again and began striding through the grass with |ong, sw nging steps. Cynan, Scatha
and | followed. Tegid was right, the | evel expanse of the circular plain was unbroken by any
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feature we could use to advantage. There were no trees, no rocks, no hollows for hiding.

I glanced back at the stunp of stone behind us, and saw the eastern sky dark with fast-approaching
ni ght. How odd, | thought-1 had never known daylight to fade so swiftly.

And with the advance of darkness, there arose a distant, wailing whine, |ike the how of the w nd
in high nountain peaks-but there were no nountain peaks nearby, and it was not the wind | heard.
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The Sl uagh

Dar kness overtook us as we hastened fromthe broken pillar stone. | do not think that even with
our horses we could have reached the canp before nightfall. The way back was farther than
renenbered it, and the weird twilight cane on with unnatural speed. Horses could not have outrun
it. Also, with the swiftly-deepening night, the eerie wail increased, as if the source of the

uncanny sound were drawi ng rel entlessly nearer

Tegid kept one eye on the sky as we hurried al ong. As soon as he saw we could not reach canp

bef ore ni ght overtook us, he announced, "W must nake for the nearest slope. There we can find
fuel for a fire at least."

"That is well," Cynan agreed. "But where is it? | can see nothing in this nurk."

Tegid's plan was a good one; the banks of the nound were thickly forested, and firewood abounded.
But how could we be certain which way to go when we could not see two steps in front of us?

"W shoul d be near the edge of the plain," Tegid said. The pillar stone nmarked the center and we
have been noving away fromit--"

"Aye," allowed Cynan, "if we have not been naking circles around it instead."
Tegid ignored the renmark, and we rushed on. W had not
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advanced nore than a hundred paces, however, when Scatha halted.

"Listen!"

| stopped, but heard only the weird wailing sound which, apart fromgrow ng slightly |ouder, had
not altered in any significant way. "What is it?"

"Dogs," she said. "I thought | heard dogs."

"I hear nothing," said Cynan. "Are you cert-" The bark of a dog-short, quick, unm stakable-cut him
of f.

"This way! Hurry!" shouted Tegid, darting ahead.

No doubt the bard thought we were right behind him following in his footsteps. But | turned, and
he had already nelted into the darkness. "Tegid, wait! \Were are you? Cynan?"

A nmuffled answer reached us. "This way... followne. . ." "Tegid?" | called, searching the
darkness. "Tegid!"
"Where have they gone?" Scatha wondered. "Did you see?" "No," | confessed. "They just vanished."

The dog-barked again-if dog it was.
"It is closer," Scatha said, and the bark was i medi ately followed by another, a little further
off and to the left.

"Yes, and there are nore than one." | glanced this way and that, but could see nothing in any
direction to guide us. Darkness had penetrated all, obliterated all. 'W'd better keep noving."
"Whi ch way should we go?" Scat ha wondered al oud.

"Any way will be better than standing here," | replied. | put out ny hand and grabbed hol d of
Scat ha's cl oak; she took the end of mne. "We will stay together,” | told her. "Hold tight, and
keep your spear ready."

Clutching one another's cl oaks, we proceeded into the formess dark. | did not for a nonent

entertain any fal se hopes of eluding the beasts behind us. But | thought,we night at least find a
place to make ~ stand if we reached the slope of the nound before the creature on ~ur trai

reached us.

We went with as nmuch speed as we dared. It is unnerving running blind. Every step becones a battle
agai nst hesitation, igainst fear. And the steps do not grow easier with success. |ndeed,
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the fear grows with every step until it becomes a doninating force.

But for Scatha's presence beside ne, | would have halted every few steps to work up ny courage.
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But | did not care to appear weak or fainthearted in her eyes, so | braced nyself for the
i nevitabl e bone. breaking fall-and ran on
Al the while, the barking of the dogs grew | ouder and nore insistent as they drew nearer. Their

nunbers seenmed to have increased as well, for | thought | could nmake out at least five individual
voi ces-at |least, there were nore than the two we had heard before.
Whet her we woul d ever have reached canp this way, | will never know Likely it was as Tegid had

sai d-that darkness held no safety for any creature alone on the nmound, and fire offered the only
protection. W did, however, reach the rimof the plain and fell sprawling over one another as the
ground tilted away beneath us wi thout warning.

I fell, half-tunbling, half-sliding down the unseen sl ope, and | anded on ny side, knocking the
breath fromnmy lungs. It was a nonent before | coul d speak. "Scatha!"

"Here, Liew " she replied, catching her breath. "Are you all right?"

| paused to take stock. My jaw ached, but that was fromclenching ny teeth as we ran. "I seemto
be in one piece."

Fromthe plain directly above us canme the sudden swift rush of feet through the grass-as that of
an animal making its final rush on its prey.

"Quick!" | yelled. "Down here!"

Diving, falling, rolling, down and down the slope we slid, until we came to rest in a sharp-
thorned thicket. I made to disentangle nyself, but Scatha said, "Shh! Be stilll"

| stopped thrashing around and listened. | could still hear the dogs, but it sounded as if we had
somehow managed to put a little distance between us and our pursuers. | was for noving on while we

had a chance, but Scatha advised against it. "Let us stay here a nonent,'
deeper into the thicket.

she urged, pushing

Fol l owi ng her exanple, | wormed nmy way into the prickly
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enbrace of the bush and settled down beside Scatha to wait. "Do you still have your spear?"
asked.

"CGood," | said, and wi shed yet again that | had renenbered to retrieve ny spear when we

di smounted. And then | wished for a flint and striker to make a fire-if not that, then at least a
single firebrand to light our way. But neither w sh appeared likely to be granted.

Yet, as we sat in the inky darkness, waiting for we knew not what, the accursed night loud with
the barking of the dogs, | inmagined that ny silver hand began to shine. The nerest gleamat first,
the faintest wink of a shimer. | raised nmy hand to ny face... the gl eam vani shed. | |owered ny
hand and it returned.

I craned my neck to | ook up and, to ny surprise, glinpsed a pale eye peering back at me: the noon
d oud- wr apped, a cold, wan and waxy blur in the Sollen-black sky, and fitful as a ghost, it gave
me heart nonetheless, and | willed the light to stay.

The dogs were right above us on the plain. They were al nost upon us. | expected themto be at our
throats at any nonent...

Scatha shifted. The glint of her spearblade pricked the gloomas she crouched forward to neet the

attack. | felt around me for a stick to use as a club, but found nothing.
Meanwhi | e, the sound of pursuit had risen to a pitched din. The dogs were all around us, their cry
deafening. | drew a | ast deep breath. Cone on, | thought, do what you will. Am dst the baying

di scerned the quick scatter of feet tearing through the undergrowth, and then, as quickly as it
had grown, the sound began to dw ndl e away. C asping one another's hands, we held oursel ves

deathly still, hardly daring to believe we had escaped. Only when the sound had dim nished to a
di stant echo did we rel ax.
The noonlight grew stronger. | could see the glimrer of Scatha's eyes as she gazed steadily up the

sl ope towards the plain. She felt ny stare, turned her face towards ne and sniled. In that nonent,
she | ooked just |ike Goewn. My heart clutched within ne. She nust have sensed ny distress, for
she said, "Are you hurt?"

"No, | was thinking of Goewyn."
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"We will find her, Llew." Her tone offered certainty, warmand confident. If there was any doubt

at all in her heart or mnd, she kept it buried deep within her, for | heard no trace of it in her
Voi ce.

It was now |ight enough to distinguish broad shapes on the slope. W waited, listening. | becane
cold sitting still so long. "W should nove on," | said at last. "They night cone back."
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"I will go first," Scatha said, and began slowy disentangling herself fromthe thorns. She crept
fromthe thicket and I followed, stepping free of the prickly branches to discover that we stood
on the edge of an overgrown wood. In the faint nmoonglow, | could just about make out the rim of
the circular plain a short distance above.

"The sky is clearing sonewhat. W nmay be able to see the canp fromup there," | said, thinking
that if we could not find Tegid, we might at |east |ocate the canp.

Scat ha agreed and we clinbed slowy back up the slope, gained the rim and stood gazing across the

plain. I had hoped to see the yellow firegl ow fromthe canp-the ruddy snudge of the bl aze
reflected on the |l ow clouds, at |east-but there was nothing. | thought of shouting for Tegid and
Cynan, then thought better of it. No sense in alerting the dogs.

"Well," | said, "if we stay close to the edge, we should reach canp eventually."

"We can also retreat to the wood if need be," Scatha pointed out.

Quickly, silently, like two shadows stealing over the dull grey field, we fled. Scatha, spear
ready in her hand, led the way, and | nmaintained a constant |ookout behind, scanning the plain for
any sign of the canmp, or of Tegid-l1 would have been delighted to find either. W ran a fair

di stance, and | becane aware of a spectral flicker out of the corner of ny eye. Thinking | had
seen the canpfire, | stopped wal king and turned.., but if | had seen anything it was gone.

Scatha halted when | did. "I thought |I saw sonething," |I explained. "It is gone flow"

A nonment |ater, it was back.

We had hardly put one foot in front of the other when | saw the
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strange flittering shi mer once again-just on the edge of sight. And as before, | stopped and
turned to | ook.

"There is sonmething out there," | told Scat ha.

"I do not see anything."

"Nor do|I. But it was there."

And agai n, as soon as we began wal king, the glimering i nage returned. This tine, | did not stop,
nor did | look directly at it. Rather, [let the subtle shifting glow play on the periphery of ny
vision while | tried to observe it to learn what it mght be.

Al I could perceive, however, was a fickle gleamin the air-as if the chill noonlight itself had
t hi ckened and congeal ed into el ongated strands and di aphanous filaments that streamed through the
night. dark air, rippling and waving |ike seaweed under water.

Yet, each tinme | turned ny head, thinking to catch a glinpse, the phantons vani shed. There was, |
deci ded, a phenonenon at work sinilar to the erratic light of certain stars which are clearly

di scernabl e when the eye is | ooking el sewhere, but which di sappear conpletely when an attenpt is
made to view themdirectly.

W wal ked al ong and | soon observed that the amorphous shapes were not confined to the plain; they

swarned the air above and on every side. Wichever way | turned ny head, | glinpsed, as if on the
very edge of sight, the floating, curling shapes, nerging, blending, wafting all around us.
"Scatha," | said, softly. She halted. "No-keep wal king. Do not stop." W resuned, and | said, "It

is just that the shapes-the phantons seemto be gathering. There are nore of them now, and they
are all around us. Can you see thenP"

"No," she said. "I see nothing, Liew" She paused for a nonment and then said, "Wat do they | ook
like?"
Bl ess you, Pen-y-Cat, | thought, for not thinking nme mad. "They |l ook like.., like shreds of m st,

or spider's webs drifting on the breeze."
"Do they nove?"

"Constantly. Like snoke, they are always bl endi ng and changi ng shape. | find that if! do not | ook
at themdirectly, | can see them"

We wal ked on and after a while | began to discern that the
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phant om shapes were coal escing into nore substantial forns, thicker, nore dense. They still nerged
and nelted into one another, but they seenmed to be amassi ng substance. Wth this change, | also

felt ny silver hand begin to tingle with the cold-not the hand itself, but the place where the
metal met flesh

I thought this an effect of the cold night air, then reflected that cold weat her had never
affected ne in that way before. Indeed, ny netallic hand had al ways seened inpervious to either
heat or cold. Always, that is, except once: the day | discovered the beacon

| puzzled over this as we ran along. Could it be that my netallic appendage, whatever other
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properties it possessed, functioned as sone sort of warning device? Gven the fantastic nature of
the hand itself and how it had cone to attach itself to ne, that seened the |east inplausible of
its wonders. Indeed, everything about the silver hand suggested a nore than passing affinity with
nystery and strange powers.

If ny silver hand possessed the ability to alert its owner of inpending danger, what, | wondered,
did its warni ng now portend?

So absorbed had |I become in these thoughts, that | ceased attending to the shifting shapes on the
edge of my vision. Wien | again observed them | froze in md-step. The phantons had solidified

and were now of an al nbst uni form size, though still w thout recognizable formthey appeared as
huge filny bl obs of congealed nmst and air, roughly the size of ale vats. Sonething el se about
them had changed, too. And it was this, | think, that stopped nme: there was a distinct awareness

about them alnost a sentience. Indeed, it was as if the phantom shapes seened eager, or excited-
i mpati ent, perhaps.

For, as | hastened to rejoin Scatha, | sensed an agitation in the eerie shapes-as if ny novenent
sonmehow frustrated the phantons and threw theminto turnoil. A strange and unsettling feeling
Overcanme ne then, for it seenmed that the waiths were aware of ny Presence and capabl e of
responding to it.

Meanwhi l e, the frosty tingling in my silver hand had becone a definite throbbing chill, striking
up into ny arm | quickened ny
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stride and drew even with Scatha. "Keep noving," | told her. "The phantons know we are here. They

seemto be following us."

Fol l owi ng was not the precise word | wanted. The things were all around us-in the air above and on
the ground on every side. It was nmore that we were traversing a dense and hostile wood where every
| eaf was an eneny, and every branch a foe.

Wt hout sl ackening her pace, she raised her spear and indicated a patch of darkness to the right.
"l see the glow of a fire ahead."”

A dull yellow gl ow wi nked | ow on the horizon. "It nust be the canp," | said, and an icy
realization washed over ne. That explains their agitation, | thought. The phantons do not want us
to reach canp. "Hurry! W can make it."

The words were hardly out of my mouth when Scatha threw her arm across ny chest to stop ne. In the
same instant, a sweetly gangrenous stink reached my nostrils-the sane as | had snelled com ng from
the dead horses. The gorge rose in my throat.

Scat ha recogni zed the odor, too. "Siabur," she cursed, all but gagging on the word.

| heard a soft, plopping sound and saw a bul bous shape fall onto the ground a few paces ahead of
us. The sickly-sweet stink intensified, bringing tears to my eyes. The round bl ue. bl ack bl ob | ay
quivering for a nonment, and then gathered itself |like a bead of water on a hot surface. At the
same tine, it seemed to harden, for it stopped trenbling and began to unfold its |l egs from around
a bul ging stonmach. Its head energed, beaded with eyes on top and a crude pincer nouth bel ow.

| understood then what | had been seeing. The waiths were those creatures Tegid called the

sl uagh. And now, by neans of whatever power they possessed, the things had gathered sufficient
strength to take on material formas a siabur. The immterial had solidified, and the formit took
was that of a grotesquely bloated spider. But a spider unlike any | had ever seen: green-black as
a bruise in the moonlight, with a hairy distended belly and |l ong spindly legs ending with a single
claw for a foot, and freakishly large-easily the size and girth of a toddling child.
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The i mense body glistened with a |iquid ooze. The siabur made a sl obbering sound as it dragged
its repul sive bul k over the grass.

"It is ghastly!" breathed Scatha, and with two quick strides she was over it, her spear poised. Up
went her arm and then down. The spear pierced the creature behind its grotesque head, pinning it
neatly to the ground. The siabur squirned, emtting a bloodless shriek; its legs twitched and its
mout h parts cl ashed.

Scatha twi sted the spear the fragile legs folded and the thing collapsed in a pal pitating heap

She rai sed the spear and drove it into the creature's swelling nmiddle. A noxious gas sputtered out
and the | oathsone thing seenmed to nelt, its body losing solid formand |iquefying once nore into a
bl ob that sinply dissolved, leaving a foul-snmelling blotch glistening on the grass.

My feet were already noving as the siabur evaporated. | caught Scatha by the armand pul |l ed her
away. | heard the sound of another soft body fall just to the right, and anot her where we had been
standi ng a nonent before. Scatha twi sted towards the sound. "Leave it!" | shouted. "Run for the
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canp. "
We ran. Al around us the night quivered with the sound of those hideous bl oated bodies pl opping
onto the ground. There were scores, hundreds of the odious things. And still they kept com ng

dropping out of the air |ike the obscene precipitation of a putrid rain

The stench fouled the air. My breath cane in ragged gasps that burned nmy throat and |ungs. Tears
fl omwed down ny cheeks. My nose ran freely.

The I ong grass tugged at our feet as if to hinder us. The plain was alive with craw ing siabur
heavi ng their gross shapes over the ground, scrabbling, struggling, straining to get at us. Their
thin Il egs churned and their drooling nouths sucked. They would swarm us the nonent we halted or
hesitated. And then we woul d beconme |ike the horses we had seen that norning dry husks with the
I'ifebl ood sucked from our bodies.

Qur path grew difficult and runni ng becane hazardous as we were forced to dodge this way and that
to avoid the scuttling spiders. My silver hand burned with the cold.
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A siabur appeared directly in nmy path and | vaulted over it. As ny feet left the ground, | felt a
col d wei ght between ny shoul der bl ades-1ong | egs groped for my neck. Its touch was the stiff cold
touch of a dead thing. | flailed with nmy arns, dislodged the creature, and flung it to the ground
where it squirned and shri eked.

Anot her took its place. The dead cold wei ght clasped ny shoulder, and | felt a sharp, icy bite at

the base of ny neck. An exquisite chill spread through me fromthe neck and shoul ders down ny back
and sides and into ny thighs and | egs. | stopped running. The darkness becane cl ose~ suffocati ng.
My face grew nunb; | could not feel ny arns or legs. My eyelids drooped; | |onged for sleep..
sleep and forgetting... oblivion.... | would sleep-but for a small voice crying out very far away.

Soon that voice would be stilled...

Heari ng ny shout, Scatha whirled around and, with a well-placed kick, detached the siabur frommy
neck. A quick jab of her spear pierced the spider through its swollen sac. The wi cked thing
wriggled, then dissolved into jellied slinme and nelted away.

My vision cleared and ny |inbs began to shake. | felt Scatha's hands lifting ne. | tried to get ny

feet under me, but could not feel ny legs. "Liew, Liew " Scatha crooned softly. "I have you.
will carry you." She hel ped ne stand. | took two wobbly steps and pitched onto my face. The siabur
rushed in at once-they could nove with startling speed. | kicked out and struck one. It squeal ed

and scurried out of the way, but two nore charged nme. Their clawtipped | egs snagged the cloth of
my breecs as | thrashed on the ground.

Scat ha stabbed the first one as it clawed at nme and, with a quick backward chop, sliced the second
in half. Then, planting her foot, she pivoted to the side and skewered two nore as they scuttled
nearer. Athird tried to evade her, but she pierced the swell-bellied thing, lifted it on the
poi nt of her spear and flung it hissing into the air.

Using all her strength, Scatha haul ed me upright and drove me forward once nore. Tottering |like an
old man, | stunbl ed ahead. Moving hel ped; | regained the use of ny |inbs and was soon covering
ground quickly again. W bolted for the edge of the plain and the wooded sl opes bel ow, where

hoped we might nore easily
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elude them A cluster of siabur tried to cut off our escape, but Scatha's inspired spearwork
cleared the way and we reached the slope to a chorus of sharp angry squeal s.

We gai ned the edge and plunged down the slope. The air was clean and | gulped it down greedily. My
vision cleared and my nose and | ungs stopped burning. Upon reaching the first fringe of the wood,

| glanced back to see the siabur boiling over the brimof the plain in a vile~ throbbing flood.

Al 't hough | had expected pursuit, mnmy heart sank when | saw their nunber: the scores and hundreds
had becone thousands and tens of thousands.

They fl owed down the slope in an enornous pul sating aval anche, shrieking as they came. There was
no stopping them and no escape.
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My heart sank. The hi deous cascade of siabur inundated the wooded sl ope. W could not |ong evade
them there were just too nany.

Scat ha appeared at ny shoul der. "Take this,"” she said, thrusting a stout branch into ny hand. Ever
resourceful, Pen-y-Cat had found ne a weapon-suitable for spiders at |east.
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Taki ng the branch, | glanced back towards the hillside. The spiders were not conming as fast as
before. Their movenents were sluggish and they clunped together in an awkward press. "1 think they
are stopping.”

"They are tiring," observed Scatha. "W can outrun them This way! Hurry!" Scatha began pushing
deeper into the brushy tangle.

I took two steps and screaned as pain shot up through my arm stabbing into nmy shoul der. "Aghh!"
Scatha's hands were on ne. "Are you hurt, Liew?"

"My hand---ny silver hand... ahh, oh, it is so cold." | stretched my hand towards her. "Do you
feel it?"
Scat ha touched the netal gingerly at first, then grasped it firnmy. "it is not cold at all

Indeed, it is warmas any living hand."

"It feels like ice to nme. It is freezing."

Turning back to the hillside above us, the siabur had halted their advance and were draw ng

toget her into heaving, throbbing piles.
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The stench reached our nostrils as a gush of fetid air. Though the noonlight was not strong,
could see their m sshapen bodies glistening in |unmpen knots as they withed and wiggled with a
sound |ike the newi ng and sucking of kittens at the pap

And then, rising up out of one withing heap: the head and forel egs of a hound-a nonstrous, fiat-
headed cur with huge pointed ears and long, tooth-filled jaws. Its coat was a sodden ness of pitch
black hair, and its eyes were red. The ugly head thrashed fromside to side as if struggling to
free itself fromthe spider nass, which had become an oozy quagmire of quivering bellies and
twitching | egs.

| watched in sick fascination as the beast clawed its way free, pulling its short back and

hi ndquarters up and out of the stinking, squirmng nuck. But the helihound was not escaping, it
was bei ng born of the abhorrent couplings of the siabur. Even as this thought took formin ny

m nd, | saw anot her head energing and beside it a third and, a short distance away, the snout and
ears of a fourth.

"Run!" Scat ha shout ed.

The first hound had al nost freed itself fromits odi ous wonb, but | could not tear ny eyes from
the | oat hsone birthing.

Scat ha yanked on ny arm pulling ne away, her voice loud in nmy ear. "Liew Now"

From hi gher up the slope | heard a slavering grow and the rush of swift feet. Grasping ny club

and wi t hout | ooking back, | |lowered ny head and darted after Scatha. She led a difficult race,
| ungi ng, boundi ng, ducking, springing over fallen branches, and swerving around tall standing
trunks. | followed, marvelling at the grace and speed wi th which she noved-fl owi ng through the

tangl ed thickets and trees with the effortless ease of a flane.

The unnerving sound of their weird spectral baying assured nme that the first hound had been joined
by the other three. They had raised the blood-call--cruelly fierce, baleful, unrelenting-a sound
to make the knees weak and courage flow away |ike water. | risked a fleeting backward gl ance and
saw t he swarthy shapes of the beasts gliding through the undergrowth, their eyes like live coals
burning in the nmoongl ow. W could not outrun them and with but one spear
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bet ween us, neither could we fight them Qur only hope was to keep ahead of them

W ran for what seened |like an eon. | could hear the denmon dogs tearing through the brush behind
me. Fromthe noise they were nmaking, | judged that they were gaining ground on us and that there
were nore of them than before.

Chanci ng anot her backward | ook, | saw that the hell hounds were indeed very nmuch cl oser now. Three

or four nore had joined the pack with others, no doubt, on the way. The sound of their baying
bl ood-call cut through ne, raising the hair on ny scalp.
When | turned back, Scatha had di sappeared.

"Scatha!" | cried. What if she had fallen?
I ran to the place where | had | ast glinpsed her, but she was not there, and nowhere to be seen. |
could not stay and | ook for her, nor could |I |eave her

"Scat ha! Where are you?"

"Here, Llew" canme the answer-close at hand, but Icould not see her

A howl broke into a snarl as the forenpst hell hound closed on ne. | turned to neet the beast,
putting ny back to the nearest tree and hol ding ny makeshi ft weapon before ne, ready to strike. |
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could reckon to get in at |east two good bl ows before the other hounds arrived. What | would do
after that, | did not know.

The creature attacked with breathtaking speed. | braced nyself to receive the weight as it
sprang. .

The butt end of a spear shaft descended directly before ny face. "Take hold!" a voice cried from
above.

| dropped the club, seized the spear with ny flesh hand and junped, swi nging ny |egs up towards

t he boughs above. Hooking a branch with one knee, | caught another with ny netal hand. A hair's
breadth beneath nme the hound's jaws closed with the force of a sprung trap. dutching for dear
life to the shaft of the spear, |I felt nyself lifted higher. "Let go the spear, Liew, " ny savior
told me. "There is a branch beside you."

But | could not release ny grip on the spear-the instant | did so, | would plunmet to the ground.
Anot her hound had joined the first
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and both were |eaping at ne, jaws snapping, teeth cracking.

"Let go, Llew"

I looked to the right and left. If | released the spear | would fall and be torn apart by the
hounds.

"Llewt 1 cannot help you if you do not let go."

| hesitated, dangling dangerously close to the snarling creatures below. A third hound bounded
over the backs of the other two and snagged ny cloak in its teeth, alnost tearing ny grip fromthe
spear, and dragging ne down with its weight.

"l cannot hold you!"

dinging to ny cloak, the helihound tugged furiously, trying to pull me fromny precarious roost.
The fabric of ny cloak began to give way. A second hound caught a corner of the cloak and began to
yank, its forelegs lifted off the ground. My grip on the spear began to slip as | was dragged down
yet further. More hounds had reached the tree and were leaping at ne, trying to snag a piece of ny
dangl i ng cl oak.

"Ll ewd Let go!"

Gip failing, slipping backward bit by bit, cloak pulled tight against my neck to choke me, there
was nothing for it but to let go of the spear and try for a nore secure handhold on the unseen

br anch.

"1 cannot hold you!"

| released the spear and flung nmy hand out. The weight of the hounds jerked ne down. But ny hand
cl osed securely on a branch and | quickly wapped ny armaround its sturdy |length and held fast.
Scat ha was there beside nme, trenmbling with the effort of supporting ny weight on the end of her
spear. "I might have dropped you," she said.

"I could not see the branch,” | replied through clenched teeth.

Kneel ing on the branch beside ne, Scatha |eaned | ow and thrust down with the spear. A rabid snarl
becane a squalling yelp and the weight on ny cloak decreased by half. Another quick thrust of the

spear brought another bawl of pain and | was free. | funbled with the brooch pin and sonehow
managed to unfasten the brooch and let the cloak fall free.
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I pulled nyself upright and clinmbed higher into the tree. Bel ow were no fewer than eight

hel i hounds-sone | eaping frantically in the air, others running insanely around the tree, and at

| east two trying to scale the trunk by their claws. One of these nmanaged to reach a fair hei ght
but, gripping the branch with one hand, Scatha | eaned down and stabbed the creature in the throat.
It fell yelping to the ground, landed on its spine and thrashed around, furiously biting itself as
the bl ack bl ood gushed fromits wounded throat.

The beast died and, |like the spiders, sinply dissolved into a shapel ess mass that quickly

evapor ated | eaving nothing but a glutinous residue behind. But there were a dozen or nore dogs
runni ng beneath the tree now. They sprang at us, clashing their teeth and snarling. Often one
would try to clinb the tree, whereupon Scatha would spear it, and it would fall back either
wounded or dead. The dead quickly dissolved and di sappeared, but were just as swiftly replaced by
ot hers.

W were trapped, clearly, and | began to think that by sheer strength of nunbers the hounds woul d
bring down the tree. Just watching the swirling, vicious chaos of their frenzy made ne fearful and
weary. Scatha, too, felt the futility of fighting them for, although she still gave good account
of herself with her spear when opportunity presented, | noticed that she seened to be | osing
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heart. Gadually, her features lost all expression, and her head drooped.

| tried to encourage her. "W are safe here," | told her. "The canp is near. The warriors wll
hear the hounds and cone in force to rescue us."

"If they are not thenselves under attack," she replied bleakly.

"They will find us," | said, doubt undercutting ny words. "They will rescue us."

"W cannot escape," she nurnmnured.

"They will find us,” | insisted. "Just hold on."

Neverthel ess, it soon began to |l ook as if Scatha was right. The nonstrous hounds did not tire, and
their nunbers, so far as | could tell, continued to increase. Scatha eventually ceased striking at

themw th her spear. Instead, we edged higher into the tree and sat staring holl oweyed at the
frenzy, growi ng gradually nunb fromthe cold
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and the continual shock of the baying, snarling, how ing cacophony bel ow.

Wat ching the nmoonglint on teeth and claws, and the dizzy tracery of red-glowi ng eyes, ny nind
began to drift. The gyrating black bodies seemed to nerge into one savage torrent |ike a raging
cataract, fearful inits wath. And | wondered what it would be Iike to join that swirling

mael strom to becone part of that horrific turbulence. No intent but chaos, no desire but
destruction. Wat defiance, what strength, what abandon-to give nyself over to such fury.

What woul d happen to me? Wuld | die? O would | sinply becone one of them primal and free?
Knowing no limts, no restraint, a creature of naked appetites, feral, possessed of a savage and
terrible beauty-what would it be like to act and not think, to sinply be-beyond thought, beyond
reason, beyond enotion, alive to sensation only..

| was startled frommy dire reverie by the sudden shaking of the branch beside nme. Scatha, eyes
fastened on the tunult raging around the trunk of the tree, was standing on the |inb, teetering
back and forth, her arns outflung to keep her bal ance. She had dropped her spear

"Scatha," | called. "Do not |look at them Scatha! Take your eyes off them"

| continued speaking as | cautiously crept closer along the branch until | was sitting beside her
Standing slowy, | put nmy arm around her shoulders to steady her. "Let us sit down again, Pen-y-
Cat," | said. She yielded to this suggestion, and allowed herself to be guided to a sitting
position on the branch. "That is better,” | told her. "You had ne worried, Scatha. You m ght have
fallen."

She turned bl ank, unseeing eyes on ne and said, "I wanted to fall."

"Scat ha, hear nme now. what you feel is the sluagh--they are doing this to us. |I feel it, too. But

we mnmust resist. Soneone will frd us."

But Scatha had turned her gaze once nore towards the howling, boiling mass beneath us. Desperate
for sone way to distract her, | fought the urge to return to ny own contenplation of the turnoil
bel ow, and scanned the surroundi ng wood for sone hopeful sign
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To nmy astonishnent, | saw the faint glow of a torch noving down the slope

"Look! Soneone is coming. Scatha, see-help is on the way!"

| said this nmostly to divert Scatha's attention, but | took heart nyself. There was no | ogica
reason to believe that rescue had come, but a nultitude of reasons to assune that sonme fresh
horror had found us instead.

I ndeed, ny hopes were all but extingui shed when Scatha said, "I see nothing. There is no torch."
It was true-the glow was not a torch. What | had seen, burnished by hope into bright-gleaning
flane, appeared now to be nothing nore than a dull moonstruck yellow glow It noved steadily

t hrough the wood towards us, however, and | gradually becane aware that it noved to a sound of its
own-difficult to hear above the snarling, growing, hellhound yow, but distinct fromit all the
sane.

"Listen .. can you hear it?"

Scatha listened for a nmonent, turning her eyes away fromthe nmamel strombelow. "I ... urn, |
hear... barking," she concluded uncertainly.

"That is it," | assured her. "Barking, exactly-the same as we heard before the siabur appeared.”
Scat ha regarded ne sceptically, as well she mght, considering how we had fled in terror of the
sound upon hearing it. Odd to find confort in it now And yet, | did take confort init. | peered

intently through the cl ose.grown wood as the strange yell ow gl ow wafted through the trees. The
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bar ki ng sound grew as the glow drifted, and there could be no doubt that it was the sane that we
had heard earlier.
My silver hand, which had | ong since beconme a chunk of ice on the end of nmy arm began to tingle.

A nonment later, | glinpsed several snooth white shapes racing through the underbrush towards us.
"Something is comng!" | gasped.

The warming tingle quivered up into ny armas three sleek
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whi te dogs broke through the undergrowh and drove straight into the inpossible turmoil of hounds
beneath our tree. White as new ~fl ONfrom snout to tail-except for their ears which were bright,

bl ood red-the dogs were snaller and | eaner than the black hell hoUfl ds, but swifter of foot and
just as fierce.

| expected themto be torn apart in an instant, but to ny amazenent the helihounds reacted as if
they were being scalded alive. They reared on hind legs, leapt in the air, and scranbled over one
another in a desperate struggle to escape the onslaught of the newconers. And, as soon becane
apparent, w th good reason.

The red-eared dogs charged in a frenzy of bared teeth, each seizing a hound by the throat, ripping

furiously, and then lunging to another kill. The stricken hounds whined and crunpl ed, decaying
into shapeless jelly and vani shing w thin noments.
Li ke lightning shattering the stornctloud, the three white dogs routed our assailants, killing with

keen efficiency and striking again. Wthin noments of their arrival, dozens of their opponents
wer e dead and hel | hounds were fleeing for cover, clawi ng one another to get away. Soon the wood
rang to the sound of the dogs' triunphant hows as they pursued the retreating hounds into the
wood.

"They are gone," Scatha said, releasing her breath in a rush

| opened my mouth to agree, and then | saw him standing al nmost directly below us and | ooking in
the direction the dogs had gone. He was wearing a |long yellow coat with sleeves and a belt. It was
this coat | had seen noving through the trees like a will-0'-the-w sp.

He stood for a nonent wi thout noving, and then he raised his face to | ook into the branches where
Scatha and | were hiding. | alnost fell fromny perch. Peering up at ne was easily the ugliest man
| had ever seen: big-faced, gross in every feature, his long nose ending in a fleshy hook, and his
mouth the wide thick-lipped cleft of a frog. Ears like jug handles protruded from under a thick
pelt of wild black hair, and | arge w de-spaced eyes bul ged bal efully from beneath a single heavy
ri dge of bl ack brow.

He held ny gaze for the briefest instant, but |ong enough for ne to know that he saw ne. |ndeed,
he lifted his hand in farewell just
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bef ore he stepped from beneath the branch and di sappeared into the wood once nore.

Only after he had gone could | speak. "I have seen that face before,” | rmurnured. Once, |ong
ago... in another world.

| felt a hesitant touch on ny arm "Llew?"

"It is over," | told her. "The dogs belonged to him"

"Who?"

"The man in the yellow coat. He was just there. | saw him he-" | broke off. It was no good
insisting. Cearly, Scatha had not seen him Sonehow that did not surprise ne.

"W can go now," | told her, and began easing ny weight fromthe branch

I lowered nyself to the | owest branch and prepared to drop to the ground. Just as | released ny
hol d, Scatha called from above, "Wit! Listen!"

But her warning canme too late. | |anded awkwardly and fell rolling on nmy back. As | did so, |
heard sonething big and heavy crashing through the wood. | junped to my feet, searching wildly for
Scatha's fallen spear, wishing | had saved the club

"Liew" Scatha called. "There-behind you!" The spear lay a few steps behind ne. | ran to it,
picked it up, and whirled to neet... Bran and Alun Tringad, swords drawn, along with twenty or
nore torch-bearing warriors.

"Over here!" | cried. "Scatha! It is Branl W are saved!"

Bran and Al un advanced warily, as if | night be an apparition

"Here | aml" | shouted again, |lowering the spear and hurrying to neet them "Scatha is with nme."
"Ll ew?" the Chief Raven wondered, lowering his sword slowy. He glanced at Al un, who said, "I told
you we would find them™

"W were returning to canp and | ost our way," | explained quickly. |I hurried back to the tree and
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called to Scatha. "You can cone down now. It is safe."

Scat ha dropped fromthe branch and | anded catli ke on her feet.

"Are Cynan and Tegid with you, too?" Al un asked, peering up into the branches.
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"W becane separated," | replied. "I do not know where they went."

"They did not return to canp last night," Bran said.

"How di d you know where to find us?"

"We heard the dogs," Bran explained. "They circled the canp,

and Al un saw soneone-"

"Three tines they circled the canp,” Alun put in eagerly. "The fellow with them beckoned us to
foll ow "

"I did not see anyone," stated Bran firmy. "I saw only the dogs."

"This fellow, " |I asked Al un, "what was he weari ng?"

"Along mantle with a broad belt,"” Alun replied readily.

"And the mantl e-what col or?"

"Way, dun colored it was. O yellow. " Alun allowed. "Difficult to tell in the dark, and he carried
no torch."

"And the dogs?"

"White dogs--" said Bran

"Wth red ears,"” added Alun Tringad. "Three of them They led us here.”

"You heard not hing el se?"

"Nothing else, lord," A un answered.

"The bayi ng of hounds perhaps?" | prodded. "Here in this very place?"

Bran shook his head. "W heard only the dogs," he declared. "And there were but three of them"
"And the man," Al un naintai ned.

"Yes, there was a nman-the nman in the yellow coat,” | confirned. "Scatha did not see him but |
did."

"I saw only the dogs," Scatha said with relief. "But that was enough." | noticed she said nothing
about the hell hounds or the spiders. But then, neither did I.
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Tegid and Cynan had in fact returned to canp before us and were waiting for our arrival. The sun
broke above a grey horizon as we entered the still-snoldering circle of the protective fire. Upon
steppi ng across this threshold of ashes, | was overcone with exhaustion. My | egs becanme | eaden and
my back ached. | stunbled and al nost fell

Tegid grabbed ny armand steered ne to a place at the canpfire. "Sit," he commanded, and called to
a nearby warrior. "Bring a cup!"

| stood swaying on ny feet, unable to nmake the necessary novenent The ground seened very far away.
Cynan, none the worse for lack of a night's sleep, hastened to Scatha's side, put his arm around
her shoul ders, and brought her to where | stood.

"Sit, brother," the bard urged. "You are dead on your feet."

I bent my knees and pronptly coll apsed. Scatha, dull-eyed and pale fromour all-night ordeal
crunpl ed besi de ne.

The cup arrived. Tegid pressed it into ny hands and helped nme raise it to ny lips. "Wat happened
to you?" he asked as | drank

The ale was cold and good, and | all but drained the cup before recalling that Scatha was thirsty

too. | passed the cup to her as | replied, "W lost you in the dark. W called for you -we could
not have been nore than ten paces apart. Wiy did you | eave us?"
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"But we heard nothing," Cynan declared, nystified. "Not a sound."”

"No?" It did not surprise ne in the least. "Wll, when we could not find you, we nade for the edge
of the nound."

"W were chased by hounds," Scatha said, shivering at the all-too-fresh nenory.

"Then the dogs came and drove the hounds away," | told themsinply. "Bran and Alun arrived a few
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nmoments after that and brought us back."

"Tell me about the dogs," Tegid said, kneeling before us.

"There were three of themlong-legged and |l ean, with white coats. They canme through the wood and
drove the others away."

Scatha supplied the details | had neglected. "The hounds had red ears and there was a man with
them | did not see him but Llewdid."

"I's this so?" the bard asked, raising his eyebrows.

Before | could reply, Alun answered, "It is so. | saw him too. He was wearing a yell ow mantl e and
running with the dogs."
Bran confirnmed Alun's report. "I saw the dogs; they circled the canp three tines and then led us

to the very place where Ll ew and Scatha were hiding."

Tegi d shook his head slightly. "Wat of the hounds?" he said.

I did not want to speak of them | saw no point in planting yet nore fear in the warriors' hearts-
there was enough al ready.

"Well," | said slowy, "there is not nmuch to tell. They were big, ugly beasts. Fierce. If Bran and
Al un had not conme when they did we would not be here now. "
"The man with the dogs, you nean. He saved you. W cane after.’
bef ore us once nore.

said Alun, dragging the facts

"The point is," | said, "we could not have survived much | onger."
"The hounds," Tegid persisted, "tell ne about them"
"They were just hounds,” | replied.

"They were sluagh,"” Scatha informed him

Tegid's eyes narrowed. He did not ask how we knew this, but accepted it wi thout comment. For this,
| was grateful

"The sane as attacked our horses?" Cynan denanded.
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"The sane,"” Tegid replied. "The sluagh change bodies to suit their prey."

"Changel i ngs!" Cynan shook his head and whistled softly between his teeth. "aanna na th. It is a
fortunate man you are, Liew Silver Hand, to be drawing breath in the land of the living this
nor ni ng. "

Tegid said nothing, his expression inscrutible. | could not guess what he was thinking.

But Cynan was eager to talk. "After you and Scat ha wandered away in the dark," he vol unteered,
found a grassy hollow and settled there to wait until sunrise. Ch, but the night was bl ack!
could have seen no less if | had been struck blind. By and by the sky began to pale and the sun
came up. We cane on to the canp then. Indeed, we were no great distance away-but did we ever see
the fire? No, we never did."

Tegid rose abruptly. "This nmound is cursed. W cannot stay another night here."

"l agree. Send out scouts-two parties of four each, one to ride east and the other west around the
perinmeter of the nound. If they see any sign of an encanpnent two are to keep a | ookout, and two
are to return here at once."

"But they nust not be |long about it," Tegid added. "W will |eave at mni dday."

"I't shall be done," the Raven Chief said, rising to | eave.

"I will send OGmeir to |l ead one of the parties,” Cynan offered, "and they will return the swifter."
Bran and Cynan noved off to begin organizing the scouts. | lay down to rest until the scouting
party returned. But 1 did not bear the waiting easily, for I fell into an anxious reverie over
Goewyn. Where was she? Wiat was she doing at this nonent? Did she know | was searching for her?

| entertained the idea of building a trenmendous signal fire to |l et her captors know that we were
here. In the end, | decided agai nst the notion, however. If they did not know, we m ght yet
surprise them and if Pal adyr and his thugs knew already, it would be better to keep

we
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t hem guessi ng our intentions.

Near nmidday, Tegid came with sone food for me. He placed the bow beside ny head and squatted at
my side. "You should eat sonething.”

"l am not hungry."

"It is not easy to fight denons on an enpty stomach,” he told ne. "Since you are not sleeping, you
m ght as well eat"
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| raised nyself on one elbow, and pulled the bow toward ne. It was a thick porridge of oats
flavored with turnip and salted nmeat. | lifted the bow and sucked down sonme of the nush. Tegid
wat ched ne cl osel y.

"Well, what is on your mnd, bard?"

"How are you feeling?"

"Tired," | replied. "But | cannot rest. | keep thinking of Goewn."

"Coewyn will not be harned.”

"How can you be so certain?"

"Because it is you they want, not her. She is the bait in the trap."

Tegi d spoke frankly. H's cal mmanner allowed ne to speak nmy deepest fear: "If that is true, they
m ght have killed her already." My heart skipped a beat at the thought, but it was spoken and
felt the better for it. "W would not know it until we walked into the trap and by then, of
course, it would be too late."

Tegid considered this for a noment, then shook his head slowy. "No." His tone was direct and

certain. "I do not think that is the way of it." He paused, |ooking at ne, studying nme-as if |
were an ol d acquai ntance newy returned and he was trying to determ ne how | had changed.

"What is it, bard?" | said. "You have been inspecting ne since | walked into canp this norning."
The corner of his nouth twitched into an awkward snile. "It is true. | want to hear nore about
this man with the white dogs-the man with the yellow nantle."

"I have told you all | know "

"Not all." He |eaned towards ne. "You know him | think."

"l do not know him" | stated flatly. Tegid s |ook of reproof was
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qui ck and sharp. "I have seen himbefore," | confessed, "but | do not know him It is not the sane
thing."

"Where did you see hinP"

Anger spurted up like bile into ny mouth. "It is nothing to do with any of this. Leave it."

But the bard did not desist. "Tell ne."

Tegid's probing was naking nme renmenber ny life in the other world and | resented it. | glowered at
him but conplied. "It was not in this worlds-realm™" | nunbled. "It was before, when | was with
Si mon- Si awn Hy-in the other place; he had gone into the cairn, and I was waiting for himto cone
out. | saw the nan nearby."

"Describe this cairn,” said Tegid. And when | had done so, he asked, "Did you also see the white
dogs?"

"Yes, | saw the dogs-white with red ears. But they were with soneone else-a farmer, | think-oh, it
was all so long ago, | cannot renmenber. They were all there, | think."

The bard was silent for a long noment; at |ength he nused, "He was the sane."

"Who was the sane?"

"Wth the dogs or without them it nakes no difference,
for explanation, he said:

"Yellow Coat is usually seen with the dogs, it is true. But you saw the dogs and you saw him
together or apart, it makes no difference."

"Bard, nmke plain your meaning."

"Crom Cruach, Tuedd Tyrru, Ctysmel Hen-he goes by many nanes and in nmany forns," he said, his
voice falling a note. "But in all he remains who he is: Lord of the Mund."

Tegi d spoke the name and | felt a clamy hand at ny throat. "I do not renenber any nound," | said.
"When a warrior sees the Washer at the Ford," Tegid said, "he knows that death is at hand."

| had heard stories of this sort before. Typically, a warrior going into battle arrives at a river
ford and sees a wonan-soneti nes sonetimes wonderfully fair, sonetines brute ugly-washing
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bl oodstai ned clothes in the water. If he asks whose clothes she is washing, the MO Tigan will tel
himthat they are his own. By this the warrior knows his doomis near. | considered this, then
asked, "ls it the sane with Yell ow Coat ?"

"Only those whose affairs concern Crom Cruach nmay see him"

Tegid replied with typical bardic anbiguity.

"Does it nean death?" | dermanded bluntly. He hesitated. "Not always."

"What does it nean then?"

"I't neans that Crom Cruach has acknow edged you."

This explanation fell somewhat short of full elucidation, and Tegi d appeared reluctant to expand

Tegi d announced cryptically. Wen | asked
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further. "lIs this connected with nme breaking ny geas?" | asked.

"Rest now," Tegid said, rising. "W will talk [ater."

I finished nmy neal and tried to sleep. But Tegid' s dark insinuations and the bustle of the camp
kept ne awake. After a tinme | gave up and joined the waiting nen. W tal ked idly, avoiding any
mention of the disturbing events of the previous night. Cynan tried to interest the warriors in a
westling match, but the first grappling was so hal f-hearted that the gane was abandoned.

The norni ng passed. The sun, alnbst warm clinbed through its | ow southern arc, trailing grey

cl ouds |ike noul dered grave-clothes. Just before mdday, the first scouting party returned to canp
to report that they had di scovered no sign of the enenmy. The four who had ridden east, however,
did not return

W waited as long as we dared, and | onger than was w se. Tegid kept one wary eye on the sun, and
muttered under his breath while he Stunped around inpatiently. Finally, he said, "W cannot stay
here | onger."

"We cannot desert them" Cynan said. "OGaeir was leading. | will not |eave my battlechief and
warriors behind."
The bard frowned and funed a nonent, then said, "Very well, we will go in search of them"

"What if it is a trap?" put in Bran. "Perhaps that is exactly what Pal adyr expects us to do."
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"Then we will spring his trap and be done with it," Tegid snapped. "Better to face Pal adyr and his
war band t han spend anot her night on this accursed nound."

"True," agreed Bran.

"Then we ride east,” | said.

We rode across the plain following the trail of the missing scouts through the coarse grass-
granting the stubbed pillar stone a wi de | eeway-and reached the eastern rimas daylight dw ndled
We stood | ooking out across the treetops at the | and beyond: all brown and nist-faded grey, what
we could see of it bel ow the | ow hangi ng cl ouds.

"This is where the trail ends," Bran said, his voice | ow.

"Ends?" | turned to ook at him H s dark aspect was made darker still by the thick black beard he
was grow ng; he seemed to be slowy changing into a raven.

He pointed to a trodden place in the grass; the snow was well tranpled with hoofprints, but there
was no sign of a skirm sh of any kind. "The scouts stopped here, and here the trail also stops.
They m ght have gone down into the wood," he said doubtfully.

"But you told themnot to do that."

"Yes. | told them"

We started down the | ong wooded sl ope. The dense wood made our going difficult. W had not ridden
far, however, when we were forced to dismount and blindfold the horses. As before, the animals
stubbornly refused to be ridden into the wood, and we had to |l ead themon foot in order to
continue. Even so, this did not slow our progress much, the undergrowth was so thick and the
tangl e so i npenetrable.

Bran [ ed, ranging the Ravens on either side of himin the hope that we night raise the trail of
the m ssing scouts. But by dusk we had not seen a single footprint, much | ess any sign of a trail
We noved wi th naddeni ng sl owness, hacking a halting path through the underbrush with our swords.
And despite this exertion, | noticed that the further down the slope we went, the colder it got-so
that by the tine we began | ooking for a likely place to canp, we were all wapped chin to heel in
our cl oaks, and our breath hung in frosty clouds above our heads.
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We made canp under a great gnarled oak beneath whose twi sted |inbs we found a reasonabl e cl earing.
Brushwood was gl eaned from round about and heaped into three sizeable piles fromwhich we would
feed three good fires. Tegid lit each fire hinself, saying, "Wth three, if one goes out there are
al ways two with which to rekindle it."

"Are you thinking the fires will fail?" | wondered.

"I amthinking that it is dangerous to be without a fire at night," was his reply. Accordingly, we
appointed nen to tend the fires through the night just to make certain they did not falter

The ni ght passed cold, but uneventful, and we awakened to nothing nore sinister than a dull dogged
rain. The next day brought no change, nor did those that foll owed. W pushed through an endl ess
succession of barbed thickets dense as hedge, hauling ourselves over fallen trunks, wading through
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mud and nire, scranbling over and around great rocks. By day we shanbled after one another in a
sodden procession; by night we did our best to dry out Wth every step the air grew colder so that
by the fifth day the rain changed to snow. This did nothing to inprove our progress, but the
change was wel cone nonet hel ess.

We wal ked in silence. Scatha, grimfaced and norose, spoke to no one; nor did Tegid have nuch to
say. Cynan and Bran addressed their men in terse, blunt words, and only when necessary. | could
find nothing to say to anyone, and sl ogged along as nute and miserable as the rest.

The slope flattened so gradually that we did not realize we had finally left the nound until we

came to a slownoving streamfringed with tall pines and slender birches. "It will be easier going
from now on," Bran observed

Al t hough we had not been attacked by the sluagh again, | felt a rush of relief wash over ne once
the mound was | eft behind. | sensed we had also left behind its preying spirits. W rested under

the pines and followed the streamall the next day. The trees were old and the branches high; the
undergrowt h thi nned consi derably, which nmade the going easier. Gadually, the stream w dened to
becorme a smal |,
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turgid river which wound between nmud-slick banks anong the exposed roots of the pines. Fromtine
to time, we glinpsed a desultory sun through breaks in the close-grown branches overhead.

As daylight faded in a dull ochre haze, we reached the end of the wood at |ast and | ooked out upon
a wide valley between two | ong rock-topped bluffs. Snow covered the valley floor, but the snow was
not deep. The river took on new life as it flowed out fromthe wood over a rocky bed. There were
fewtrees to be seen, so we decided to stay the night at the edge of the wood where we woul d be
assured of fuel for the fires. W spent all the next norning amassing firewbod and | oadi ng the
horses with as much as they could carry. Still, despite a late start, we made fair progress and by
day's end had travelled further than we had any day since coning to Tir Aflan

The sun remai ned hi dden behind a solid nass of low, swart cloud for the next few days as we traced
a course along the river, stopping only to water the horses and to eat and sl eep. The weat her
continued cold, but the snow fell infrequently, and never for long. W saw neither bird nor beast
at any tine; neither did we see any track save our own in the thin snow cover

For all we knew, we were the only people ever to penetrate so far into the Foul Land. This

i mpression lasted for a long while-until we began seeing the ruins.

At first it seemed that the bluff-top on the left-hand side of the valley had sinply becone nore
ragged with i npronptu heaps of stone and jagged, toothy outcrops. But, as we pushed further down
the length of the valley, the bluffs sank ower and closer to the valley floor to reveal the
shattered remmants of a wall.

W | ooked on the ruined wall with the sane nmixture of dread and fascination we had experienced on
encountering the mound. Day succeeded day, and with every step the wall grew higher and nore

om nous: snaking darkly along the undul ati ng ri dgetop above us, gapped where the stone had
col l apsed and slid down the sheer bluffsides into broken heaps below. On the sixth day we canme in
sight of the bridge and tower.

The tower sat on a bare hunp of rock at a place where the valley
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nan- owed. The remains of a double row of denolished col ums stunbl ed across the valley floor and
river to the facing bluff opposite. W proceeded to the huge round segnments lying half-buried in
the ground-like the sawn trunks of negalithic trees- sinking into the | and under their own bul k
and an enornous wei ght of years. Here we halted.

At sorme tinme in the ancient past, the river nmust have been a roaring torrent spanned by a great
bridge-a feat for giants. And guarding the bridge at one end, a bleak, brooding tower. The sane
questions were on every man's mnd: who had raised the tower? Wat |ay beyond the wall? Wat did
they keep out? Curiosity grew too nuch to resist. W halted and nade canp anong the hal f-sunken
colums. And then Cynan, Tegid, the Ravens and | scal ed the bl uffside.

The tower was stone, conprised of three sections raised in stepped ranks. There were odd round

wi ndows, |ike enpty eye sockets staring ut across to the other side. At ground | evel was a single
entrance with ~ gate and door unlike any |I had ever seen: round, |ike the wi ndows; nd the door was
a great wheel made of stone, not wood, banded with iron around its rimand set into a w de groove.
The surface of the gate ~nd door were covered with carved synbols which were now too weat hered to
conprehend. The renains of a stone-flagged road i ssued fromthe gate and ended where the bridge
had once joined the bluff. fudging fromthe width of the road, the bridge would have been wi de
enough for horsenen riding four abreast.
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The wall joined the tower level with its first rank, easily three times a man's height. There was
no way in, except through the round gate, and there was apparently no way to budge the great stone
door. But Alun and Garanaw grew i nquisitive and began exanm ning the gate. It was not |ong before
they put their shoulders to it, and between the two of themgot it to nove.

"I't will roll,"” cried Alun. "Help us clear the groove."

The track in which the stone rolled was choked with rock debris. In no time, with the help of

Enyr, Drustwn, and Niall, they succeeded in renoving the grit and stone. And then they turned
their attention to the door itself. The five Ravens gave a nighty heave and pushed.
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To everyone's amazenent the stone runbled easily aside, revealing a darkened chanber beyond.

After warily poking their heads inside, they reported that they could see nothing. "W need
torches," Tegid advised, and at a nod fromtheir chief, Enyr and N all scranbled back down the
cliff to fetch a bundle each. W waited inpatiently while Tegid set about lighting them But soon
the torches were kindled and distributed and, with pul ses poundi ng, we passed through the inposing
gate and into the strange tower.
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The Hi gh Tower

Cautiously, shoul ders hunched, wal king on the balls of our feet, prowing like thieves desperate
not to wake the sl eeping occupants, we entered the dark tower.

The air was danp and snelled of earth and wet stone |ike that inside a cave. And even with the
torches, it was dark as a cave. Gradual |y, however, as our eyes becane adjusted to the fluttering
light, we began to pick out individual features in the darkness.

W stood in a single |large chanber, two or three times larger, for all | could tell, than any
king's great hall. There was a single row of stone pillars through the center of the room
supporting the fl oor above. Huge iron rings were fixed in the pillars at various heights.

"Here!" called Drustwn froma little way ahead. "Look here!"

In a junbled heap, as if tossed aside in a monment's wath, were a score of bronze chariots, their
wheel s war ped and pol es bent or broken, the nmetal green with age. The high, circular sides of the
chariots appeared to be wi cker, but were in fact triangular strips of bronze woven toget her

i mensely strong for their weight.

Lying a little apart fromthe chariots was a small pyranid of |large di~, stacked one atop another.
And beside this, a pile of oversized ~eheadsunusual in that they consisted of a short stout blade
on one side bal anced by a blunt spike on the other. There nust
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have been several hundred of these and as many di scs which, on closer inspection, turned out to be
bronze shi el ds.

Bran pulled one of the shields fromthe stack, causing a dusty aval anche. He lifted the round
device by the rimand held it before him it was huge, nmuch | arger than any the nen of Al bion
used, and plain. Its only markings appeared on the center boss: a few curious synbols worked in
rai sed bronze around the sinple image of a peculiar thick-bodied serpent.

"Whoever carried this was a stronger nan than nme," Bran ~-enmarked, replacing the shield, and
retrieving his torch.

We continued our exam nation but, aside froma neat row of short, heavy bronze thrusting spears,
we found nothing else in the | ower chanber, and took our search up a flight of stone steps to the
next |evel.

The round wi ndows in the center of each of the four walls allowed sonme light to enter the |arge,
square room the floor of which was littered with helnets and war caps-high crowned and rising to
a slight point at the top, all of bronze, and all with a bronze serpent coiled around the rimwth
its flat head raised upon the brow. Al un picked one up and set it on his head, but it was nade for
a man twice his size. There were perhaps two hundred or nore of these serpent-crested hel nets
scattered on the floor, but nothing else in the room

On the fl oor above we discovered a great stone table set with huge bow s of silver and bronze,
with one gold vessel anong them The silver was black and the bronze green, but the gold was good
as the day it was nade; it gleanmed dully in the light of our torches. Also on the table were three
piles of coins in the rotted remai ns of |eather bags. The coins were silver and gold. The silver
coins were little nmore than black |unps, but the gold shone bright. W took up sonme of these and
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| ooked at them

"Here is their king," said Tegid, holding a coin before his eyes. "I cannot read his nane"

The coin showed the image of a man as if etched by a precocious child. The man cl asped a short
spear in one hand and a spiked axe in the other. He was bareheaded and his hair was |ong, curling
down to
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hi s shoul ders; he wore beard and moustache al nost as long. Hi s chest was bare-he bore no torc or
ot her ornanent-but he wore what appeared to be striped breecs or leggings, and tall boots on his
feet. Wrds in strange letters clustered |like wasps around his head, but they were inpossible to
read.

We each took a handful of the coins to show the others, and Cynan took the gold bow . "For
Tangwen, when | see her," he said.

Beside the table stood a large iron tripod bearing a huge bronze caul dron. Beneath the caul dron
was a ring of fire-blackened stones, and inside it the baked, brick-hard shards of the last neal.
But the outside of the caul dron was what caught my eye. The surface was alive with activity:
warriors in chariots charged around the bottom of the cauldron |ofting spears, long hair trailing
in the wind; on the next tier above, narrow eyed nen on horses gall oped, brandi shing swords and
spears; above these were ranks of warriors on foot, shoul der to shoul der, bearing round shields
and hel nets such as we had seen in the | ower chanber; on the highest tier a nunber of w nged nmen
were running, or perhaps flying, and each bore a serpent in his right hand and a | eafy branch in
his left. The rimof the cauldron was a scaly serpent with its tail in its nouth.

"The Men of the Serpent," Tegid said, indicating the warriors.

"Do you know of thenf"

"Their tale is remenbered anong the Derwyddi but, |ike the song of Tir Allan, we do not sing it."
| thought he would not say nore but, gazing at the cauldron, he continued, "It is said that the
Serpent awoke and with a mghty war host subdued the |and. Wen there were no nore enemes to
conquer the Serpent Men fell into disputes and warring anmong thensel ves. They destroyed all they
had built, and when the |ast of themdied, the Serpent craw ed back into the underworld to sleep
until awakened again."

"What awakens it?" | asked.

"Very great evil," was his only reply.

Strewn about the room were objects of everyday use: nore cups and bow s; many short, bone-handl ed
swords fused to their Scabbards; a few round shields; a collection of small pots, flasks, and
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boxes carved of a soft reddish stone-all of themenpty; several |ong, curved spoon-shaped | adl es
and | ong-handl ed forks for getting nmeat and broth fromthe caul dron; nunerous axeheads; knives of
vari ous sizes; a mask of bronze showi ng the glowering face of a bearded warrior with a great

fl owi ng noustache, el aborately curled hair, and a serpent helnmet on his head, his nouth open in
full cry; four very tall |anpstands, one in each corner, bearing stone-carved oil |anps.

Under neath one of the shields, Emyr found a curious object-a circlet of small shield-1ike discs

I i nked together around a protruding conical horn. Turning it this way and that, he announced, "I
think it is a crown." Like nost of the other objects we had seen, it was made of bronze and, when
he put it on his head, it was shown to have been nade for a nuch | arger head.

"Mo anam " nuttered Cynan, trying the crown hinmself, "but these serpent nmen were giants."

"Look at this!" called Garanaw, holding his torch to the far wall.

We crossed to where he stood and saw a painting on the wall. It was well done, and no doubt
brightly colored at one time. And though the colors had faded to an al nost uniform grey-brown,

| eering out at us was the face of a serpent man, fleshy lips curved in a nocking smle, pale
reptilian eyes staring with frozen mirth, his nouth open and forked tongue extended. A nass of
coiled curls weathed the face, and below the chin it was still possible to make out the w nged
torso and a rai sed hand grasping a black serpent which coiled around the arm

We turned fromthe painting and Niall called our attention to an iron |adder set in a recess of
one wall. The | adder rose through the stone ceiling to the roof above. He clinbed it and then
called dowmn for us to follow. There was nothing on the roof, but the view was breathtaking.
Looking to the south, far below us in the riverbed anong the fallen colums, |ay our canmp, nen and
horses gathered near the grey thread of noving water.

To the west rose the gigantic hunp of the nound, its top lost in the | owhanging cloud, and to the
east only the river flowing on between its rock-bound bluffs. To the north, behind the high stone
256
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wal | stretching away to the east and west, lay an endl ess series of |ow, snow covered hills,
rising and falling like white sea waves in a frozen ocean

The size and enptiness of the | andscape, like that of the dark tower and its objects, nade us fee
smal | and weak, and foolish for ~espassing where we did not belong. | scanned the rolling
hillscape for any sign of habitation, but saw neither snmoke nor any trail by which we night go.
"What do you think, bard?" | asked Tegid, who stood beside ne.

"I think we should |l eave this place to its dire nenories," he answered.

"I amall for it, but where do we go from here?"

"East," he replied wthout hesitation

"Why east? Wiy not south or west?"

"Because east is where we will find Goewyn"

This intrigued nme. "How do you know?"

"Do you renenber when Meidron cast us adrift?"

"Mutilated and left to die in an open boat---could | ever forget it?"

"In exchange for nmy eyes, | was given a vision." He made it sound as if he had nerely traded one
pair of breecs for another.

"I remenber. You sang it in a song."

"Do you renenber the vision?"

"Vaguel y," | said.

"I remenber it." He closed his eyes as if he would see it anew. He began to sing, and | |istened,
recalling the terrible night that vision had been given

Softly, so that only I would hear, Tegid sang of a steep-sided glen, and a fortress on a shining
| ake. He sang of an antler throne adorned with white oxhide and established high on a grass-
covered mound. He sang of a burnished shield with the black raven perched on its rim W ngs

out spread, raising its raucous song to heaven. He sang of a beacon-fire flaming the night sky, its
signal answered fromhilltop to hilltop. He sang of a shadowy rider on a pale yellow horse, riding
out of the mi st which bound them the horses' hooves striking sparks fromthe rocks. He sang of a
great warband bathing in a nountain | ake, the
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wat er blushing red fromtheir wounds. He sang of a golden-haired woman in a sunlit bower, and a
hi dden Her o Mbund.

Sonme things | recognized: Druim Vran, Dinas Dw, ny antler throne; the gol den-haired woman in the
bower was Goewyn on our weddi ng day. But other things |I did not know at all

When he had finished, his eyes flicked open again and he said, "This land has a part in ny vision
I did not know it before coming here to this tower."

"You nmentioned no tower in your vision-was there a tower?"

"No," he confessed, "but this is the land. | knowit by the feel and taste and snell." His dark
eyes scanned the far hills, rising and falling one behind another to the edge of sight and beyond.
"In this worlds-realma mghty work waits to be acconplished."”

"The only mighty work | care about is rescuing Goewyn before-" | broke off abruptly. The others
were not |istening, but they were cl ose by.

"Before the child is born," Tegid finished the thought for ne.

"Bef ore anything happens to either of them™

"We will journey in hope, and trust the Swift Sure Hand to guide us."

"Alittle guidance would not go ami ss right now," | confessed, gazing out at the trackl ess waste
of hills and enpty sky.

"Liew," he said, "we have ever been led."

W left the roof, retreating back through the tower to the gate. Tegid advised us to close the
door, so we rolled the stone back to its place. Then we clinbed down the bluff to rejoin our
wai ti ng warband. W showed themthe coins we had found and they wanted to go back up and get the
rest, but Tegid would not allowit. He said further disturbance would not be wel cone.

They let it go at that. The tower had a dolorous air, and even those who had not been inside felt
t he oppressive sadness of the place. Besides, it was already getting dark and no one wanted to

ri sk being caught outside the fire-ring after nightfall

That night we listened to the plaintive cry of the wind tearing itself on the broken stones of the
wal |l on the bluffs high above. | slept
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ill, ny dreans filled with wi nged serpents and bronze-clad nen.

Twi ce | wakened and rose to | ook at the tower-a brooding black bul k agai nst a bl acker sky. It
seermed to be watching us, perched on its high rock like a preying bird, waiting to unfold its

wi ngs of darkness and swoop upon us. | was not the only one bothered by bad dreans; the horses
jigged and jittered all night [ong, and once one of the men cried out in his sleep
We continued on our way the next day, listening to the wind hiss and noan through the valley. The

snow fell steadily and drifted around our feet; we pulled our cloaks over our heads, bundl ed our
saddl e fl eeces around our shoul ders for warnth, and sl ogged through the weary day. The scenery
altered slightly, but never really changed-always when | lifted ny head there were the sheer
bluffs and the wall | oom ng ragged and dark above.

For five days it was the sane-cold and snow and deep starless nights filled with wailing wind and
nmorbi d dreans. W struggl ed through each day, riding and wal king by turns, shuddering with cold,
and huddling as close as possible to the fires at night. And then, as the sixth day neared its
end, we saw that the bluffs had begun to sink |ower and the river to spread as the valley opened.
Two days later we cane to a place where the bluff ended and the wall turned to continue its
solitary journey north over the endless hills.

Ri sing before us was the dark bristling line of a forest.

Seeing it, like a massive battlehost arrayed on the horizon, my spirit quailed within me. Tir

Afl an was a wastel and vast beyond reckoni ng. Wiere was Goewyn? How would we ever find her in this
wi | der ness?

"Listen, bard, are you sure this is the way?" | dermanded of Tegi d when we stopped to water the
horses. W had left the wall behind and were drawi ng near the |eadi ng edge of the forest, but
there was still no clear sign that we were going in the right direction

Tegid did not reply at once, and did not |ook at nme when he did. "The forest you see before us is
ol der than Al bion," he said, his dark eyes scanning the treeline as he rolled his ashwood staff
bet ween hi s pal ns.
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"Did you hear me?" | denanded. "Is this the way we are to go?"

"Before men wal ked on Albion's fair shores, this forest was already ancient. Anong the Learned it
is said that all the world's forests are but seedlings to these trees."”

"Fascinating. But what | want to know is, do you have even the hazi est notion of where we are

goi ng?"

"W are going into the forest,'
or it finds us."

Bar ds!

he answered. "In the forest of the night, we all find what we seek-
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Taking the river as our only guide, we passed into the forest. The snow, which had drifted deep in
the exposed vall ey, was but scant under the trees. And such trees!

There were trees of every kind: along the river were stands of silver birch, willows of various
types, thickets of elder, blackthorn, hawthorn, hazel and holly; and on the broad neads stood
great groves of oak, chestnut, hornbeam Iine, elm sycanore, plane, wal nut, ash, larch, and
others; on the high ground there were evergreens: fir and pine and spruce in abundance, as well as
cedar and yew. Lichen and noss flourished, making every trunk and branch |ook as if soneone had
slathered it in thick, grey-green plaster

I could well believe that the forest was ancient. The npbss-bound branches were bent and the trunks
bowed by ages of years beyond counting, eons of accumul ated | eaf noul d cushi oned the forest fl oor
dry grass |like wisps of unkenpt hair clustered in elderly hanks around massive curving roots. The
trees were ol d.

And big! The river, wide and deep as it entered the forest, seened to dwindle to the size of a
mere brook beneath those massive boles. Sonme of the larger linbs stretched fromone bank cl ear
across to the other, arching over the river |ike huge arboreal snakes.
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We noved in a world of outsize proportions. And the further into the forest we penetrated, the
smal l er and nore vul nerable we felt- shrinking in our own eyes. In the shadows of those ancient
trees we were not nen at all, but insects: insignificant, powerless, futile.

Di smayi ng though it was to be a mere insect, nmore unsettling by 4 far was the silence.

As we entered the forest, the sound of the world beyond faded, and it dimnished further with
every step until we could hear nothing at all-not even the wind. No alien birdcall reached our
ears, no tick of leafless branch, or creak of sagging linmb. Qur own footfalls were nmuffled in the
spongy | eafnould, and the river flowed nmute in its sline-slick bed.

| was specul ati ng whether the cold had stolen ny hearing, when 4 Cynan called out, "M anam
brothers! But this quiet is not natural among nen of noble clans. What do we fear that we dare not
raise a j~ pleasant tune when and where we pl ease?"

When no one answered him the red-haired hero began to sing, roaring out the words as if he were
bendi ng horseshoes with them Full-throated, his head thrown back, he sang:

The, up! Rise up, brave and dauntless friends!
The sun is red ongorsey hill,

and ny black hound is straining to the trail
H e, up! Rise up, bold and doughty nen!

The deer do run on heat hered brae,

and nmy brown horse is tending to the trace.

H e, up! Rise up, raven-haired | ady fair!

A kiss before |I join the chase,

A Kkiss before Ifly.. . Hiel

It was a valiant effort, and | admred himfor it. He even succeeded in rousing sone of the nen
for a time, but no one had the heart to sustain it. This angered Cynan, who sang on alone for a
time out of sheer stubbornness. But eventually even Cynan's brash spirit was stifled by the vast,
al | -absorbing silence of the forest.

Thereafter we pursued our way with hushed steps, dull in sense
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and dispirited. The forest seemed to prey upon our ninds and hearts, stirring our fears, bringing
doubt and dread to the surface where they could wear away at us with their corrosive power. |
suspected that we were being watched, that in the forest around us, hidden fromsight, the eneny
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wai t ed.

In the lattice-work of |inmbs high over us, in the shadow choked darkness beyond the river trail
behind every trunk and bole, cold eyes watched and cold hands waited. | inagined a nmultitude of
v~'"inged serpent-nen clutching their short bronze thrusting spears, eyeing us with icy reptilian
malice. | imagined that they noved as we noved, matching us stride for stride, gliding with the
silence of snakes in the silence of the forest.

| told nmyself that ny fears were nere inventions of ny mnd, but | watched the shadows all the
sane.

Ni ght stole secretly over the forest, and it marked little change. In this place, ever dark and
preternaturally still, daylight was a weak and alien presence. Coed Nos, Forest of the Night, is
what Tegid had called it, and he was right. The sun might boldly pursue its diurnal course, n ght
rise and set in blinding flanmes that caught the outside world alight, but we had entered N ght's
own real mand the sun had no power in that place.

We nmade canp by the deep-flowing river and banked the fires high. If | hoped fire would offer us
sone confort, | was deceived. The forest seenmed to suck the warnth and light, the very life, from
the flames, making them appear pale and wan and inpotent. W sat with faces close to the tepid

bl aze and felt the stealthy silence hard at our backs.

I could not rest. | could not eat or speak to anyone, but every few nonents | nust turn ny head
and peer over ny shoulder. The feeling was strong-1 was certain of it-we were being stal ked.
O hers felt it too, | think; there was no tal k, no genial exchange around the fire as there

usual ly is when nen gather after a long day's journey. It seemed that if we could not overcone the
al | Subdui ng silence, we preferred to sink into it, tolet it cover us and hide us fromthe things
that stal ked the shadows.
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W made a miserable night of it. No one slept; we all lay awake, gazing into the crowded tangle of
Iimbs and branches faintly illumned by our feeble fire. That does not mean, however, that we did
not dream W did. And | think each man anong us was visited by queer, disturbing nightmares.
Sitting hunched over ny knees, staring holloweyed into the |inmb-tw sted darkness, | saw a faintly
glinrering shape that resolved itself into a human formas it approached: a woman, slender, clad
in white. Goewyn?

| junped to ny feet.

Goewyn!

I ran to her. She was shivering, her arns were bare and cold, and it was clear that she had been
wandering in the forest for nmany days. She must have escaped from her captors and fled into the
forest.

"Goewyn! Ch, Goewyn, you are safe," | said, and reached out to take her hand, forgetting that ny
met al hand woul d be col d agai nst her skin. |I touched her with it and she cried out.

"I amcold, Liew " she whinpered.

"Here, take ny cloak," | said, drawing it fromny shoulders. "Put it around you. Conme to the fire.
I will warmyou," | said, and thrust mnmy silver hand into the flames of the canpfire.

In a moment, the nmetal warned and | turned and took Goewyn's hand in mne. The nmetal was too hot
and it seared into her flesh. Acrid snoke flared up, stinging ny eyes. Goewn screaned and pulled
away, but the skin stuck to the netal and came off as she jerked her hand frommy grasp. And not
the skin only-the burned nuscle stuck too.

Screani ng in agony, she raised her hand before her face, but only bones were left. Wthout the
muscl es or ligaments to hold themtogether they separated and fell to the ground and were lost in
the snow. Goewyn cl utched her stub of arm and screaned

| stood in a panic of indecision, wanting to confort her, but not daring to touch her for fear
that my touch would nmaim Tegid ran to us. He took Goewyn by the shoul ders and began shaki ng her
violently. "Be quiet!" he shouted. "Be quiet! They will hear you!"
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But she could not control herself. Tears flowed from her eyes and she sobbed, hol ding her arm
Tegi d kept shouting at her to be quiet, that she would alert the eneny.

Bran canme running with his sword. Wthout a word to anyone, he struck Goewyn. She turned toward
himand he thrust the blade into her heart. He pulled it out again and a scarlet stain flowed down
her white mantle. She turned and cried out. "Llew Save ne!"

But | could not nove. | could do nothing to save ny beloved. She fell, scattering drops of bl ood
fromher wound. She lay on her back and raised her armtoward me. "Liew. . ." she gasped, her

voi ce already fading. My name was the |ast word on her I|ips.
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Her warm bl ood seeped fromthe wound, nelting deep into the white-drifted snow. And the snow began
to melt-and went on nelting. Soon | could see green showi ng through the snow, grass was grow ng,
growi ng up where the blood nelted the snow

I raised my eyes to |l ook around. | was not in the forest any nore. Tegid and Bran had departed and
left me standing alone on a hilltop above a stream across the stream stood a grove of slender
silver birches. | watched as the snow nelted fromthe sides of the hill and hundreds of yell ow

flowers appeared. The clouds parted, revealing a bright blue sky and a warnming sun

When | turned back, Goewyn was gone, but there was a slight nound in the place where she | ay-
little nore than a grassy hunp of earth. Upon this nound a cluster of white flowers grew. a yarrow
pl ant had sprouted where Goewn | ay.

Wth tears in ny eyes, | turned away and stunbl ed down the hill to the streamwhere | knelt and
bathed ny face in the clear cold water. Wiile | was washing there, | heard a voice coning fromthe
birch grove-a nelody falling light as birdsong. | rose and spl ashed across the stream and entered
t he grove.

| stepped softly through dappl ed green shadows and passed anong the slender white birch trees,
following the song. | came to a clearing and paused. In the center of the clearing in a pool of

gol den sunlight sto(yj a bower made of birch branches; the song was com ng fromthe bower.
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My senses qui ckened. | noved cautiously fromthe cover of the trees and entered the neadow. At ny
approach the singing stopped. | saw a novenent fromw thin the green-shadowed interior, and |

t oo, halted.

A woman clothed in green and yell ow energed. Her hair was softly golden in the sunlight, falling

around her face and, with her head bent, | could not see who it was. She stepped gracefully from
the arbor and cupped her hands to the sun as if she would gather in sunbeans |ike water. And then
t hough | had not noved or even breathed, she turned to me and said, "Liew, there you are. | have

been waiting for you. Wiy do you tarry so?"
At this she pulled back the hair fromher face. | gaped in disbelief. She |laughed at ny

distraction and said, 'Well, where is my wel come kiss?" And oh, her voice was sweet nusic to mny
ear.

" Goewyn?"

She held out her arns to nme. "I amwaiting, best beloved."

"Goewyn, you are dead. | saw you die."

"Dead?" She said the word as gently as a butterfly lighting on a petal. Still sniling-her Iips
fornmed a delicious curve that swept into the fold of her soft cheek-she lifted her chin in nock
defiance. "I amdone with dying," she said. "Now, where is ny Kkiss?"

| stepped willingly into her enbrace and felt her warmlips on mne and a taste |ike honey on ny
tongue. | crushed her to ne, kissing her mouth and cheek and neck, holding her tight lest she slip
i ke bright sunlight through nmy fingers.

"I thought | had lost you," | told her, tears of joy welling in nmy eyes. | breathed in the warm

living scent of her as if! could breath her in with it, make her part of me. "Never |eave ne,
Goewyn. "
She | aughed softly. "Leave you? How could | ever |eave you? You are part of ne now, as | am part

of you."

"Tell me, again. Please, tell nme you will never |eave ne."

"I will never |eave you, ny soul," she whispered. "I |love you for ever.., for ever.
"Li ew? What are you doi ng?"

The voice was Tegid's. | turned on himw th some exasperation
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a~ you not see what | am doi ng? You are not wanted here. Go away."

"Llew, cone back to the fire. You have been dreami ng."

"What ?"

Tegid's face grew dim as if a cloud had passed overhead, blotting out the sun.

"Cone back to canmp with nme," he said. "You have been wal king in your sleep.”

Wth these words, the sun-favored clearing vani shed. | |ooked around and saw that | was back in
the forest and it was night. The | eafy bower was gone, and Goewyn was nowhere to be seen

| spoke to no one for two whole days after that. Heartsick, discouraged and enbarrassed, | avoided
all ny conpanions. |If any comand was required, Cynan or Bran saw to it and gave the order
We pushed deeper into the forest. The trees grew larger, their great entwined |inbs and interlaced
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branches inprisoning the light, making our passage dimand, if that were possible, even nore
silent. If we had been sewn in | eather sacks it could not have been closer or nore stifling than
Coed Nos had becone.

An air of malignant weariness enanated fromthe tw sting roots and bol es around us; | anguor seeped
Iike an ooze fromthe soft |eafnould under our feet. Lethargy, like the grey lichen that covered
everything, clung to our linbs, bleeding strength with every step

W rode single file, heads down, shoul ders bent. Those on foot went ahead so that no one shoul d be
| eft behind. Tegid feared that if anyone fell back, we would never see them again. Cynan and Bran
took it in turn to |l ead, changing every tine we stopped to rest and water the horses. They did
their best to keep a steady pace and keep the nmen noving despite the torpor

Even so, we seened not so nuch to journey as to view a slowl yrevolving trail. W noved, but did
not advance; we proceeded, but never arrived. W staggered steadily forward toward a perpetually
recedi ng destination. Day passed day, and we gradually lost track of the days. W slept little,
tal ked | ess, and drove ourselves relentlessly on.
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Food became scarce. W had hoped to hunt in the forest-at |east to encounter game we m ght take
along the way. If there was gane in the forest, we never saw it, nor crossed any aninal trail. Qur
dried meat gave out, and we subsisted on old bread and al e, soaking the crusts in our cups to
soften them Wen the ale ran out, we used water fromthe river. The bread becane noldy and unfit
to eat, but we ate it anyway. There was nothing el se. And when the bread was gone, we boiled the
precious little grain we had left with roots and bark that Tegid found to make a thin gruel. The
horses ate the grey lichen which we harvested fromthe trunks with knives and swords, and bound
into bales for them It was food ill-suited for such noble beasts, but at |east there was an
unendi ng supply of the stuff and they ate it readily enough

We grew | ong-bearded, and sall ow skinned fromlack of sunlight. But we bathed regularly in the
river-until the nen began to encounter |eeches whenever they entered the slowflow ng water
Thereafter, we left off bathing altogether and contented oursel ves with washing only.

Cynan grew restive. As the days progressed, he urged us to greater speed and conplained with
increasing regularity that we were not naking enough effort to get clear of the forest.

"Be easy, brother," Bran advised. "Nothing will be gained by pushing too hard."

"It is taking too long," Cynan grunped. "W should have come through this forest |ong ago."

"Do not |ose heart,” | told him "W will come to the end soon."

Cynan turned on ne. "My wife is taken, too! O have you forgotten? I tell you she is no less a
queen than your precious Goewyn!"

"I know, brother," | soothed. "Please, be-"

"You think | do not care for ny wife?" he challenged. "You think, because | say nothing, that | do
not speak her nane in nmy heart with every step?"

"I am sure you do, Cynan. Calmyourself. W will find themboth.” | put ny hand on his arm He
knocked it away, glared at ne,
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and then stornmed off.

Some tinme later-two days or ten, | no |onger knewwe stepped fromthe forest into a clearing
bounded by the high rock bluffs of the river. And in the center of the clearing on the |eft bank
stood a city, ruined and deserted, carved into the red stone bank. | call it a city, though cl oser

scrutiny soon revealed that it was a single structure: an enornous palace with hundreds upon
hundreds of dwelling places, halls, walls, colums, courts, and shrines, all heaped together in a
haphazard junble of red stone.

We cane upon it suddenly and stood blinking in the Iight of a faded day. It was the first we had
seen of the sky for days uncounted, and all we could do was to stand and stare, our hands
shi el ding our sore eyes. And then, quivering with the shock of the sun and sky and easy air, we
crept cautiously forward-as if the strange red palace were a mirage that nmght vanish if we

gl anced away.

But the structure was solid stone fromthe countless pinnacles of its high.peaked rooftops to its
many- chanber ed foundati ons. Most of the columms were broken and the roofs collapsed; the round eye-
socket wi ndows stood enpty and unlit. However, by far the greater part of the pal ace renuni ned
intact. Carved figures of animals and birds were placed in the pedinents, but we saw no human
figures represented. The edifice had been constructed to front the river. Indeed, a single round
entrance |like that of the high tower, but larger by far, opened onto a terrace which ended in a
wi de sweep of steps descending directly to the black water. The stone-carved walls flowed in
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curves, bending into one another like Iinbs, merging without joints or straight lines. This gave
the place a disturbingly organic quality which Cynan identified at once. "Aye, see it lying there-
like a great red lizard asprawl on the riverbank."

"Indeed," agreed Alun Tringad. "It is a sleeping lizard. Let it lie."

Not hi ng noved; no sound coul d be heard anong the rubble. The red pal ace was as lifeless and
deserted as the tower we had seen before, and just as old. And yet, whatever power preserved the

structure had not entirely abandoned it. For clearly the palace still exerted dom nion over the
forest, or else the red stone woul d have
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been overgrown | ong ago. Sonething yet |ingered which prevented the vegetation frominvadi ng and
reclaimng the clearing and its deserted edifice, root and branch.

At the far end of the terrace, the broken remains of what appeared to be a w de, stone-paved road
led fromthe city at an angle away fromthe river. Tegid observed the red palace for a long tinmne,

and then counselled us to nove on, saying, "It is an evil place. W will find nothing but msery
here. "

Al as! W shoul d have heeded his w se counsel
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Even in the short time we had been contenplating the ruin, daylight began to dwindle; it would be
dusk soon, and night followed swiftly. W would have to find a place to nmake canp, and |I was
determ ned not to spend another night in the forest. So we decided to pass by the palace to the
road beyond and see where it mght |ead.

In two tight lines, we noved out onto the terrace. Strange to feel solid rock under foot, stranger
still to hear the holl ow echo of hoofs after the snothering silence of the forest. W crept slowy
across the wide terrace, every step ringing in our ears, reverberating froma hundred angl ed
wal | s.

Bran, |eading the procession, reached the center of the terrace- m dway between the river steps
and the gaping entrance to the palace. | saw himlook to this door, turn, and stop. He raised his
hand for those behind himto halt. "I saw sonething nove in there," he explained as Cynan and

j oined him

I looked to the entrance-round as a wheel, and five times the height of a man, it was al so dark as
a pit; | could not imagi ne how he saw anyt hi ng i nsi de.

"Let us nmove on," | said, and was still looking at the enpty doorway when we heard the cry:
plaintive, pitiable, the wail of a |ost and frightened child.

Yr Gyrem Rua
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"M anam " mnuttered Cynan, "there is a babe in there."

W stared at one another for a nmoment, wondering what to do. "W cannot pass by and | eave the poor

thing," Cynan said. "It is not right."
Loath as | was to agree with him | conceded to a quick investigation. "It nust be sw ft indeed,"
Tegid warned. "It will be dark soon. W dare not l|inger."

Leavi ng Scatha and the rest to guard the horses, Bran, Emyr, Garanaw, Tegid, Cynan and | prepared
torches and crept toward the red pal ace, watching the vacant entrance as we drew nearer. W saw
nothing and the cry did not conme again.

At the threshold, we paused to |ight the torches and entered an enornous, enpty hail

Surprisingly, the roomwas many tines |larger on the inside than it appeared fromthe outside. The
reason for this, Tegid imrediately discovered. "It is all one," he pointed out. "There is but a
singl e chanber."

Al'l the hundreds of wi ndows which, on the outside, appeared to open onto separate rooms, served to
shed light on this single gigantic chanber. Even so, there was precious little illum nation, just
enough to see that we stood on a |l edge with wi de, shallow steps |eading dowm to a floor somewhere
bel ow. Neither the floor below nor the roof above could be seen fromwhere we stood, and the |ight
of our torches did little to challenge the darkness of the place.

The air inside the hail was dank and col d-col der than outside. W stood and |istened, our breath
hangi ng in clouds around us. Hearing nothing, we started down the steps, shoulder to shoul der
torches held high. Each step stirred an echo that flitted |like a bat into the darkness.

"A cheerl ess house, this," nmuttered Bran, his voice ringing in the vast enptiness.

"Even with a blaze the hearth would be cold," added Enyr.

"Still, I would welcome a fire now," Garanaw said. "The darkness here is dark indeed."
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Si x steps down, we cane onto a wi de | anding, and then six nore to another |anding, and a final six
to the floor, which was covered
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with six-sided glazed black tiles. The tiles glistened with noisture and nmade a slick surface for
our feet as we noved slowy to the center of the hall where the firepit would be

"Your hopes for a welcone fire are in vain, Garanaw," renarked Tegid. "There is no hearth."

No hearthstone, no fire-ring, nor even a brazier such as we had seen in the tower. The room as
far as we could tell, was devoid of any furniture whatsoever. Instead, where the hearth woul d have
been, there was a nosaic picked out in small red, white and bl ack tesserae depicting the sane

wi nged serpent enbl emwe had seen in the tower. The serpent here, however, was | ess stylized and
sonewhat nore lifelike: sinuous red coils shimering in the torchlight, red eyes glaring,
reptilian wings spread behind its flat head. And there was a word spelled out in red tiles beneath
it, which | took to be the creature's nane.

I | ooked at the imge traced upon the floor and ny silver hand sent a warning tingle up nmy arm
My eyes were better adjusted to the dark now, and | saw that the great roomwas oval -shaped, its
many- peaked roof supported by rows of tapering colums whose tops were lost to the blackness
above. Directly opposite the entrance door across the expanse of floor, a second round doorway,
nearly as large as the first, opened into the smooth rockface of the bank

We proceeded warily across the roomto this second doorway, which proved to be the opening of a
cave-el aborately dressed with fine finished stone without, but nothing nore than a ragged rock
tunnel inside. It cane to nme that the whole palace was but a facade built to conceal or, nore
likely, to enshrine this single cave entrance.

"Wl | ," said Cynan, eyeing the tunnel doubtfully, "we have cone this far. WIIl we turn back

wi t hout seeing what |ies beyond?"

Up spoke Tegid. "Do you yet wonder what |ies beyond?"

"Enlighten us, bard,” Cynan said. "l cannot guess."

"Can you not? Very well then, I will tell you. It is the creature whose i nage we have seen since
comng to the Foul Land."

"The beast set in the floor back there?" wondered Cynan
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gesturing to the enpty hall behind us.

"The sane,"” said Tegid. "It isinnm mnd that this hole leads to the lair of the beast. Yr Gyrein
Rua is its nane."

"The Red Serpent?" murnured Cynan. The warriors glanced around warily. "Do you know this beast?"
"Unless | am much nistaken," the bard replied, "the creature within is that which the Learned cal
the Red Serpent of Ceth." He hesitated. "Sone call it Wrm"

"Wrm . ." Bran muttered, glancing over his shoul der

Sick dread broke |ike a wave over me; | understood now why the pal ace consisted of just one room
and why the bronze nen of the high tower revered the inage of the serpent it was their god; they
sacrificed to it. And this was Yr Gyrem Rua's shrine and sanctuary.

"Let us leave this place while we may," urged Bran

Wth that, we turned fromthe door, retreating back across the floor but three paces when the cry
sounded again-the thin, trenmorous whinper of a forlorn and m serable infant.

"The child has wandered in there," gasped Cynan, hurrying back to the cave entrance. Peering

i nside, he put his hands to his nouth and called to the child, waited, and when he received no
reply, started into the tunnel

I snatched himby the cloak and pulled himback. "You cannot go in there alone."

"Then come with nme, brother."

| turned back to the others. "Stay here," | said. "W will take a quick |ook inside."

Trenbling in every linmb, Cynan and | started down the tunnel, the light of our torches flickering
on the danp red stone. W noved cautiously on, but encountered little nore than a strong snell:
musty and somewhat sweet, but with a ripe ganmey taint, like rancid oil or fat.

Fifty paces nore and | saw a glistening mass Ilying on the floor of the passage. My netal hand went
suddenly cold and | stopped in ny tracks.

"What is that?" breathed Cynan, gesturing with his torch

| stepped closer and held ny torch nearer. My stomach tightened
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and my nouth filled with bile. | gagged and choked.
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Lying in a pool of vomitus on the floor before us was the undi gested head of one of our m ssing
scouts. The flesh was badly corrupted, the face horribly marred; even so, | recognized the man
Cynan made to brush past ne, but | swung towards himand put ny hand in the center of his chest.
"Brother, no. -. It is Gaeir."

He strained forward, anger, sorrow and di sbelief battling across his features. He gl anced over ny
shoul der. "Saeth du!" he cursed and turned away.

There was nothing to be done for Gwir, so we nmoved on, the odor growi ng nore potent with every
step. Inalittle while the passage turned and w dened out sonmewhat, forming a |ow grotto. The
stench hit nme full force as | stepped into this inner chanber it rocked ne back on my heels, but |
choked back the bile and staggered ahead. Cynan entered quickly after ne.

In the center of the grotto was a hole in the rock floor. The rough edges of the hole were

snoot hed to an al nost polished luster. It was not difficult to guess how the rough stone had
gained its glassy sheen

Scattered on the floor of this hateful chanber were various body parts of our mnissing warriors and
their nounts: a foot still in its buskin, a mangled horse's head and several hooves, jawbones,
human and aninal teeth, the stripped rib cage and spine of a horse. There were other, ol der bones,
too, skulls and broken shanks scoured clean and brown with age-sacrificial victinms of a distant
age.

| could not bear the sight and turned away. The eerie child-Ilike whine sounded again, rising from
the depths below, and | realized it was the Wnn itself, not a child, that nade the cry.
Tightening nmy grip on the torch, | stepped towards the hole. A blade of ice stabbed up into ny
arm

Cynan caught ne by the shoulder. "Stay back," he barked in a harsh whisper, pulling ne roughly
away. "We can do nothing here."

We retraced our steps to the great hall. Tegid saw the grimset of our faces and asked, "Well? D d
you find the child?"

Cyri an shook his head, "There was no child," he answered, his
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voice a lowgrow in his throat. "But we have found the serpent... and our m ssing scouts as
well."

Tegid swal |l owned hard and bowed his head as we descri bed what we had seen. "The evil which has

sl ept untold ages has awakened," the bard said when we had finished. "W nust |eave this place at
once. "

The sky outside had lost all color and light. Bran wasted no tinme noving the nmen along. W hurried
towards the road beyond the palace. The first warriors reached the far end of the terrace, and
paused to allow the rest of the party to assenble before noving on. It was then the Wrm struck
The attack canme so swiftly and silently, that the first we knew of it was the choked-off scream of
the man it seized and carried away. Hearing the man's dying shriek, | spun around in tinme to see a
si nuous shape gliding into the dusky shadows.

A heartbeat later, we were all racing back across the terrace to where the others had halted. "D d
you see?" they shouted. "The Wrm It took Selyfi"

| shouted above the clanor. "Did anyone see where it went?"

The Wrm had attacked and vani shed once nore into the shadows without a trace. "W cannot go that
way, " Bran concluded, staring in the direction of the road. "W will have to go around."

| peered around doubtfully. On one hand, the river, itself as silent and deadly as a serpent; on
the other, the red palace and its evil occupant. Behind | ooned the forest, rising |like a nassive,

i mpenetrable curtain. Turning towards the forest with great reluctance, | said, "This way; we wll
try to find another path."

"What about Sel yf?" Cynan demanded. "W cannot | eave hi m behind."

"He is gone," Bran said. "There is nothing to be done for him"

Cynan refused to nove. "He was a good nman."

"And will it help Selyf if we all join himin the pit?" Bran asked. "How nany nore good nen nust
we | ose to the WrnP"

My synpathies lay with Cynan, but Bran was right - -fleeing nade the best sense. "Listen to him
brother," | said. "Wat benefit
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to Tangwen if you are not there to rescue her? The serpent could return at any nonent. Let us go
fromhere while we have the chance."

Leaving the terrace, we entered the forest, pausing only |long enough to |ight torches, before
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nmoving on. Bran led, with nyself and Cynan behind, keeping the river to our backs. We worked our
way into the undergrowmh in an effort to skirt the palace. The further we noved fromthe river,
the nore tangl ed and cl ose-grown the wood becane. W sl ashed and hacked with our swords, and
forced our way, step by step, until we reached a rock wall rising sheer fromthe forest floor
"I't is the same bank from which the palace is carved," said Bran, scratching away the noss with
his blade to reveal red stone beneath.

Rai sing our torches, we tried to gauge the hei ght of the bank, but the top was lost in the

dar kness and we could not see it. "Even if we could clinmb it," Cynan pointed out, "the horses
could not"

Keepi ng the rock bank to our right, we continued on, noving away, always away, fromthe pal ace.
When one torch burned out, we snatched up another brand fromthe snarl of branches all around us.
Time and again, we stopped to exam ne the bank and, finding neither breach nor foothold, we noved
on. A late-rising noon eventually appeared and poured a disnmal gl ow over us. Now and then, |
glinpsed its pale face flickering in the wi ckerwork of branches overhead.

"l see a clearing ahead," called Bran froma few paces on

"At last!" It seenmed as if we had wal ked half the night and had yet to discover any way we m ght
cross the stone bank. | signalled for the rest of the nen to stop while Bran and | went ahead to
i nvestigate the clearing. Shoulder to shoulder, we crept slowy forward, pressing ourselves

agai nst the rock bank. W entered the clearing to see the red palace directly before us and, a
little distance to the right, the darkly glinmering river.

"We have cone full circle,” | remarked. Indeed, we were standing just a few paces from where we
had started.

"How is it possible?" wondered Bran
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"W nust have becone confused in the dark. W will go the other way."

Retraci ng our steps, we infornmed the others of the m stake, and struck off once nore. Again, we
kept the rock bank hard at the right hand so that we would not go astray. The noon reached the
peak of its arc and began descending. W pressed relentlessly on, arriving after another |ong
march at yet another clearing. Bran and | stepped together fromthe shielding edge of the wood
into the open: the palace stood directly before us, and off to the right, the dark river

| took one look and called for Tegid. "See this, bard," |I said, flinging out ny hand, "it makes no
di fference which way we go, we return to this place in the end. What are we to do?"

Tegi d cocked an eye to the night sky and said, "Dawn is not far off. Let us rest now, and try
again when it is light."

W gathered at the edge of the clearing near the river and set about maeking a rough canp. W |it
fires, established a watch, and settled down to wait for sunrise. Cynan wapped hinself in his
cloak and lay down. | had just spread a saddle fleece on the ground and sat down crossl egged, a
spear across ny knees, when Tegid |leapt to his feet.

He froze. Listening.

A faint, rippling sound reached nme. It sounded |like a boat nobving against the nverflow. "It is

coming fromthe water," | whispered. "But what-"

"Shh!" Tegid hissed. "Listen!"

Faintly, as in the far-off distance, | heard the nervous whicker of a horse; it was quickly joined
by another. Cynan rolled to his feet, shouting, "The horses!"

We flew through the canp towards the horse picket. | felt a sharp icy stab of pain in ny silver

hand and in the sane instant saw, outlined against the shimrering water, a nonstrous serpent, its
upper body raised high off the ground and great angular head weaving slowy fromside to side. The
enornous body glistened in the faint noonlight; the head, arnored with horned pl ates, swung above
three tremendous coils, each coil the full girth of a horse, and a stiff forked tail protruded
frombetween the first and second coil
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Two | ong, thick, back-swept ridges ran down along either side of its body fromjust below the
ghast |y swayi ng head.

Atrail of water led up fromthe river. Cbviously, the creature had nore than one entrance to its
den. It had conme up fromthe river close to the horses, no doubt intent on gorging its fearsone
appetite on horseflesh. The horses, terrified, bucked and reared, jerking on their picket lines
and tethers. Several had broken free and nen were trying to catch them

The Wnn seened keenly fascinated by the commtion, its plated head swerving in the air, eyes
gleaming in the firelight. | saw the plunging horses and the canpfires...
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"Help me, Cynan!" | shouted. Dashing forward, | speared one of the lichen bales with which we fed
the horses, and ran with it to the nearest fire. | thrust the bale into the flames and lofted the
spear. Then, with the courage of fear and rage, | ran to the serpent and heaved the flam ng spear

into its face.

The missile struck the bony plate below the nonster's eye. The Wnn flinched, jerking away from
the fire.

| whirled away, shouting to those nearby. "Light nore bales!" | cried. "Hurry! W can drive it
away. "

Cynan and two other warriors bolted to the stack of fodder, skewered three bales and set them
abl aze. Cynan lunged to neet the Wnn, raising a battle cry as he ran.

"This Draig!" he bellowed. The two warriors at his side took up the cry. "Bds Draig!"

Ret urni ng for another spear and bale, | saw Scatha running towards nme. "Rally the warband!" |
shouted. "Hel p Cynan drive the serpent away fromthe horses.” Turning to Tegid, | ordered, "Stay
here and light nore bales as we need them"

Bran and Al un, having seen ny feat, appeared with bales ablaze. | quickly arned nyself again and

joined them together we charged the Wnn. Scatha and the warband had taken up a position on the
near side, mdway between the serpent and the river-dangerously close to the creature, it seened
to ne. They were already strenuously engaged in trying to attract the beast's
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attention and draw it away fromthe canp.

I nmade for a place opposite them thinking that if the serpent turned towards them we three would
be well placed for a blind-side attack. Upon seeing our approach, the Ravens, flying to neet us
with weapons alight, sent up a shrill war cry, distracting the serpent. Scatha and her band saw
their chance and rushed forward, weapons |ow and shields raised high. They struck at the huge
coils, driving their blades into the softer skin of the belly between the scales. The huge snaky
head swung towards them

"Now " 1 shouted, sprinting forward. My silver hand burned with a freezing fire.

Scatha's band stood fearless to the task, jabbing their spears into the Wrnis side. The annoyed
beast lowered its head and | oosed a nenaci ng hiss. As the awful nouth cracked open, | heaved the
shaft with all ny might. The unbal anced missile fell short, striking the creature on the underside
of its nmouth with a great flurry of sparks, but no hurt to the creature at all. As ny first
mssile fell harmessly away, | was already running for another.

Alun had no better luck with his throw. But Bran, seeing how we had fared, managed to conpensate
for the top-heavy spear with a well-judged, magnificent throw. The serpent, aware of our presence

due to our first clunmsy attenpts, swung towards Bran, hissing w ckedly.

As soon as the great wi de nouth opened, Bran's spear was up and in. The Ravens cheered for their
chieftain. But the serpent gave a quick shake of its head and di sl odged the barb and fire bale.

| thought that Bran, like Cynan and ne, would return to Tegid for another fire bale. Instead, he
sinply bounded forward and took up the shaft | had thrown. He inpaled the fiery bale and prepared
for another throw

Per haps the beast anticipated Bran's nove. Mire likely, Yr Gyrem Rua, enraged by our attack
struck blindly at the closest noving shape. | glanced around just in tinme to see the huge horny
head swi ng down and forward with breathstealing speed just as Bran's armdrew back to aimhis

t hr ow.
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The serpent's strike took the Raven Chief at the shoulder. He fell and rolled, somehow hol ding on
to his weapon. He gained his knees as the Wrm struck again, raising the spear in both hands as
the head descended so that he took the bl ow on the shaft instead. The spear with its flam ng head
fell one way and Bran was sent sprawling the other. The serpent drew back and tensed for another
strike.

The Ravens leapt forward as one man to save their chieftain. Alun, reached himfirst and, taking
up the fallen weapon, flung it into the serpent's face while the others dragged Bran to safety.
"Alun! Get out of there, man!" Cynan cried.

Di vi ng sideways, Alun hit the ground, rolled, and caine up running. But instead of retreating to
the canpfire with the others, he stooped to retrieve the spear Bran had thrown.

| saw himdo it and shouted. "No! Al un!"
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The Wnn struck. Alun whirled, throwing the flam ng bale at the same tine. The throw grazed the
serpent's jaw and bounced away as the head descended, knocking Alun off his feet and throwi ng him
onto his back.

| seized a spear Tegid had readied and ran to Alun's defence. Garanaw and Niall heard ny shout,
turned, and ran to his aid. Scatha's warriors redoubled their attack. They drove in close,
stabbing fearlessly. Scatha, by dint of sheer determi nation, succeeded in forcing a spear into a
soft place between two scales on the serpent's side. Wth a mghty |unge, she drove the blade in.
| saw the shaft sink deep into the beast's flesh, and | heard her triunphant cry: "Bds Dra~!"
Spitting with fury, the red serpent hissed and the |ong neck stiffened; the two ridges on the side
of its body bulged, then flattened into an i nmense hood, revealing two long slits on either side
and two vestigial legs with clawed feet. The | egs unfol ded, claws snatching, and suddenly two
great menbranous wi ngs energed fromthe side slits behind the | egs. These huge bat w ngs shook and
trenbled, unfurling like crunpled | eather, slowy spreading behind the Wnn in a massive canopy.
Scat ha gave the enbedded spear another violent shove. The
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serpent hissed again and swivelled its head to strike, but Scatha and her warrior band were
already retreating into the darkness.

Meanwhi | e, Garanaw and Niall pulled Alun away. And | took advantage of the nonentary |apse to
position nyself for another throw. Cynan, flaning spear streaking the night, ran to ny side. As
its evil head turned, the Wnn's nouth canme open with an angry, rasping, seething hiss.

"Ready?... Now" | cried, and twin trails of fire streaked up into the nonster's maw. Cynan's
spear struck the roof of the serpent's mouth and fell away causing little hurt; mine hit on one of
the long fangs and gl anced away. | ran back to the canpfire. "G ve nme another spear,"” | denanded.
“Hurry!"

"I't is not working," Tegid began. "W nust find another way to-"

"Hurry!" | shouted, grabbing the firebrand fromhis hand and setting it to the nearest bundle. |
took up a spear and plunged it into the bale. "Cynan! Follow ne!"

Scat ha had seen us return for nore bal es and understood that we neant to try again. As we flew
once nore to our positions, she |launched another attack on the Wnn's side. This tinme both she and
one of the warriors with her succeeded in forcing spears between the thick scales. Two other
warriors broke off their attack and | eaped to Scatha's side, adding their strength to help drive
the shaft deep into the serpent's flesh

Scatha's success inspired the Ravens, who raced to repeat the feat on the opposite side. Drustwn
and Garanaw charged in close, working their weapons into a crack between scal es. They, too,
succeeded in woundi ng the beast.

Yr Gyrem Rua screaned and fl apped its enormous wings; its forked tail thrashed fromside to side
i ke a whip.

Cynan and | took up our positions. Placing the butt of the spear in the palmof my netal hand, |
stretched ny other hand along the shaft as far as | could reach. As the Wnn's head veered towards
me once nore, | crouched low, ny heart racing. The flanes flared; sparks fell on nmy upturned face
and singed ny hair.
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"Cone on, you bl oated snake,” | grow ed, "open that ugly nmouth!"

The massi ve neck arched. The hi deous head tensed high above ne. | sawthe fireglint in a hard

black glittering eye.

Wth a shout of "Die, dragon!" Cynan took his place slightly behind and to the left of me. The
serpent shrieked, and the sound was deafening; its awful w ngs arched and quivered, and cl awed
feet raked the air. My stomach tightened. | clenched ny teeth to keep frombiting nmy tongue.
"Strike!" | taunted. "Strike, Wnn!"

The enornmous nouth opened-a vast white pit lined with i nnunerable spiked teeth in a triple row.
Two sl ender fangs enmerged from pockets in the upper mouth. The bl ue-black ribbon of a tongue
arched and curled to a frightful screech.

And then the awful head swooped down.
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| saw the fangs slashing towards nme. My body tensed.

"Now " cried Cynan. Hi s spear flashed up over ny shoulder and into the descending nouth. "Liew"

| hesitated a rapid heartbeat |onger, and then heaved ny flaning mssile with every ounce of
strength | possessed. My netal hand whi pped up, driving the mssile into a high, tight arc.
Cynan's spear pierced the puffy white flesh and stuck fast My spear flashed up between the two
fangs, over the teeth, and into the throat.

The red serpent recoiled. Its mouth closed on the shaft of Cynan's spear, driving the spearhead
even deeper into the soft skin and forcing the nmouth to remain open. The creature could not close
its mouth to swallow, which would have allowed it to quench the flanes now searing its throat

The Wnn began thrashing violently fromside to side. Wth great, slow strokes, the terrible w ngs
beat the air. Burning |ichen rained down on our heads. The lethal tail slashed |ike forked
lightning, striking the ground with killing clouts.

"Run!" Cynan shouted, pulling nme away.

W fled to the fire where the Ravens now stood shouting and
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cheering. Bran lay on the ground bl eeding froma wound on the side of his head. Al un sat sl unped
beside him white-faced, a foolish, dazed expression on his face.

Bl ood oozed from Bran's head, and Alun's eyelids fluttered as he fought to renmain conscious. Rage

sei zed ne and spun me around. | saw the wi nged serpent slamdown its head as if to bite the earth.
The force of the blow splintered the spear holding open its nmouth. The huge jaws cl osed, the
throat convul sed, and up canme ny spear with the snoldering bale still attached.

Wngs beating a fearful rhythm the serpent slowy lifted its flat head and upper body, |oosed its
coils and began half-flying, half-slithering away. Qur canpfire guttered in the gale of its
retreat.

"It is fleeing!" shouted Drustwn, lofting his spear in triunph.

"Hie-e-yal" crowed Enyr with a jubilant whoop. "Yr Gyrem Rua is defeated!"

"The Wnn is conquered!" Cynan shouted. He grabbed ne and clasped nme to his chest. | saw his nouth
nmove, but his voice had becone the irritating buzz of an insect. Hs face creased with concern
sweat gleaned on his skin in the firelight. The glint of each bead becane a needl e of stabbing
light, a naked star in the frozen universe of night. The ground beneath nmy feet trenbled, and the
earth lost all solidity.

And | felt ny spirit expand within me; | was seized and taken up, as if | were no nore than a | eaf
rel eased froma branch and set sailing on a sudden gust of wind. My ears pounded with the

bl oodrush; my vision hardened to a sharp, narrow field: | saw only the w nged serpent-scal es

gl eami ng blood red in the shivered light of our fire, grotesque wings stiffly beating, lifting
that huge body to the freedom of the night sky. | saw the Red Serpent of Oeth escaping; all else
around ne di nmed, receded, vanished.

A hand grasped ny shoul der, and then two nore laid hold to ny arns. But Olathir's battle awen
burned within me and I would not be held back. Power surged up in a mghty torrent. Like a feather
ina flood, lightly riding the currents, upheld by them | becane part of the force flow ng
through me. The strength of the earth and sky was
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mne. | was pure force and inmpulse. My linbs trenbled with pent energy demandi ng rel ease. | opened

my nouth and a sound |ike the bellow of the battlehorn issued fromny throat.

And then | ran: swift as the airstreamin the w nd-scoured heights, sure as the | oosed arrow
streaking to its mark. | ran, but nmy feet did not touch the earth. I ran, and ny silver hand began
to glowwith a cold and deadly light, the etchwork of its cunning designs shining |ike white gold
inthe Swift Sure Hand's refrming fire. My fist shone |like a beamof |ight, keen and bright.

A gabbl e of voices clanored behind me, small and confused. But | could not be bound or deflected
Can the spear return to the hand that has thrown it?

I was a ray of light. | was a wave upon the sea. | was a river beneath a nountain. | was hot bl ood
flowing in the heart. | was the word already spoken. The Penderwdd's awen was upon nme and | could
not be cont ai ned.

The serpent's bulk rose like a curving crinmson wall before me, and | saw Scatha's spear buried m d-
shaft in the creature's side. Grasping the shaft with ny silver hand, | pulled nyself up. My flesh
fingers found a crack between scal es and nmy foot found the spearshaft. One quick scranble and
reached the serpent's back.

Solid beneath nme, but fluid, like a nolten road undulating slowy over the land, the red beast
fled, fell wings stroking the air. Mving with the quickness of a shadow and the deftness of a
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stalking cat, | skittered over the sinuous backbone~ over scales |arge as paving stones. A notched
ridge down the center of the creature's back made good footing as the earth dropped away bel ow.
The foul beast had gained the air, but | heeded it not.

Wth the uncanny skill of a bard's inspiration | clinbed towards the vile creature's head, and
passed between the buffeting wings. Keen-eyed in the night, | glinpsed a fold of skin at the base
of the serpent's skull and, above it, a slight depression where the spine nmet the skull; thin skin

stretched tight over soft tissue.
The Wnn's body stiffened beneath ne as it rose higher. Munting to the bul ging mound of nuscle
between the two w ngs, |
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pl anted nyself there and, raising ny silver hand high, | smashed it down hard.

The netal broke the skin and slipped under the ridge of bone at the base of the serpent's skull. |
st abbed deep, ny metal hand a thrusting blade-cold silver sliding as in a sheath of flesh

pl ungi ng, piercing, penetrating the red serpent's cold brain.

A blast like the windscreamof a Sollen gale rent the night. The wi ngbeats faltered as the i nrense
| eathery wings struggled to the sprung rhythm of a suddenly broken cadence.

"Diel!" | shouted, ny voice the |loud carynx of battle. "D e!"

I slamed ny fist deeper, netal fingers grasping. My arm sank past the el bow and nmy fingers
tightened on a thick, sinewy cord. Seizing this cord, | ripped up hard and ny fist came out in a
bl oody gush. The left wing faltered and froze. The Wnn sl ewed si deways, plungi ng deadwei ght from
air. |1 clung to the bony rimof scales and held on as the earth rushed towards ne.

My feet struck the ground with an abrupt bone-rattling jolt. | rolled free and stood unshaken. The

wWnn convul sed, recoiling, rolling over and over, wapping itself in itself, pale belly exposed in
twi sted | oops.
The Red Serpent began striking its underbelly. The poisoned fangs sl ashed agai n and agai n, sinking

into the exposed flesh. | laughed to see it, and heard my voice echo in the enpty depths of the
near by shri ne.

Once nore | felt the hands of nmen on ne. | was encircled in strong arns and lifted off ny feet.
Laughing, | was hauled fromthe path of the withing serpent | glinpsed nen's faces in the

darkness, eyes wide with awe, nmouths agape in fright and wonder as they carried nme away fromthe
withing Wnn and out of danger
The death throes of Yr Gyrem Rua were harrowi ng to behol d. The serpent screamed-curling, tw sting,

spi nning, crushing itself inits ow killing coils, clawed feet raking the soft belly, battered
wi ngs rent and broken. The forked tail |ashed and stung, striking the earth in a violent frenzy.
The Wrm s paroxysns carried it to the portal of the pal ace
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shrine. The tail snmashed into the stone, |oosened the ancient pillars and knocked themfromtheir
bases. Chunks of stonework began falling fromthe tine-worn facade. The serpent spun in a knot of
convoluted wath, shattering the forecourt of the obnoxi ous tenple, which began to crunble inward
Iike an age-brittle skull. The dying serpent squirned, beating against the hard shell of its
cavern sanctuary. Red stone crashed and red dust rose like a blood mist in the noonlight. The
frenzy gradually began to ease as the life-force ebbed. The novenents becane | anguid and sl uggi sh
the sibilant shrieks dwindled to a pathetic strangled whine, its last cry a nonstrous parody of a
child in distress.

Slowy, slowy, the potency of its own poison began to work its deadly effect. Even so, the red
Wwnn was sone tinme dying. Long after the thrashing had stopped, the forked tail twitched and a
broken wing stunmp stirred.

As | stood watching, my eyesight dimed and ny |linbs began to twitch. The trenbling increased.
fastened ny teeth onto ny lower lip and bit hard to keep fromcrying out. | wapped nmy arns around
my chest and hugged myself tight to keep ny linbs from shudderi ng.

"Liewl Liew" a sharp voice assaulted ne.

Pai n exploded in ny head. | felt hands on nme. The taste of blood filled ny nouth; words bubbl ed
fromny bleeding tongue and | prated in a | anguage unknown to those around ne. Faces clustered
tight over me, but | did not know themfaces wi thout identity, famliar strangers who stared in
angui sh. My head throbbed, pounding with a fierce and steady ache, and my vision diffused,

dwi ndling to vague patterns of |ight and dark, shapes with no clear features.

And then | tunbled over the edge into sensel essness. | felt waves of warm darkness | appi ng over ny
consci ousness and | succunbed to oblivion

| awoke with a start as they laid me on the ground beside the fire. The awen had left ne-like a
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gal e that has passed, |leaving the rain;oaked grass flattened in its wake. | struggled to sit up
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"Lie still," advised Tegid. Placing his hands on nmy chest, he pressed ne down on the oxhide.
"J-lelp nme stand," | said; my words slurred slightly as ny wooden tongue nunbl ed in ny nouth.
"Al is well," the bard insisted. "Rest now "

I had no strength to resist | lay back. "How is Bran?"

"Bran is well. H's head hurts, but he is awake and noving. Alun is unharmed-a scratch; it wll
heal . "

"Rest now. It will be daylight soon and we will |eave this place."

I closed my eyes and slept. Wien | woke again the sun was peeping cautiously above the trees. The
men had struck canp and were ready to go. They were waiting for me to rise, which | did at once.
My arnms and shoul ders were stiff, and ny back felt like a tinber plank. But | was in one piece.
Tegi d and Scat ha hovered nearby. | joined themand they greeted ne with good news. "W have
scouted the high road beyond the shrine," Scatha reported, "and it has been used recently."

A spark of hope qui ckened my heart. "How recently?"

"It is difficult to know for certain,” the bard answered.

"How recently?" | demanded agai n.

"l cannot say."

" Show ne. "

"dadly." Scatha, haggard and near exhaustion, smled and her features relaxed. "All is ready. You
have but to give the comand."

"Then let us go fromhere," | said. "It is a hateful place and | never want to see it again."

We passed the ruined tenple to reach the road. Little of the shrine remained intact. Scarcely one
stone stood upon another; it was all a junble of red rubble. In a twi sted ness am dst the debris,
|l ay the wrecked body of Yr Gyrem Rua. A single broken wing fluttered in the wind like a tattered
flag. The venomof its bite was quick about its grisly work of dissolving the nuscled flesh; decay
was al ready far advanced. The stink of the deconposing Wnn brought tears to our eyes as we rode
qui ckly past
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VWiile it stood, the tenple had hidden nuch of the road which could now be seen stretching out
straight and wide, |eading on through the forest and away fromthe river. It was, as Scatha had
said, a proper high road: paved with flat stone, fitted together so closely and with such cunning
that no grass grew between the joins.

"Show me the evidence of its use," | said as Tegid reined in beside ne.

"You will see it just ahead," he replied. W continued on a short distance and stopped. Tegid

di snounted and led ne to the side of the road. There, nestled |like round brown eggs in the | ong
grass, | saw the droppings of perhaps three or four horses. Alittle way beyond, the grass was
tranpled and matted where a canp had been established. There was no evidence of a fire, so we
could not tell how |l ong ago the travell ers had sojourned there. Nevertheless, | reckoned it could

not have been nore than a few days.

We returned to our horses, rempunted, and noved out upon the high road with a better heart than at
any time since entering the Foul Land.
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On the Hi gh Road

Once on the high road, we journeyed with sonething approachi ng speed-a m xed bl essing, as it soon
exposed the | oss of our horses. Those on foot could not keep pace, and we were constantly having
to halt the mounted colum to allow the stragglers to catch up. Thus we were obliged to rotate the
men, foot~tosaddle, with increasing frequency as the swifter pace began to tell.

At the end of the day, we had travelled a fair distance. Since we planned to canp right on the
road itself, we pushed on until it becane too dark to see nore than a few hundred paces ahead.
There were stars shining in the sky and, though still cold, the air seenmed not so sharp as on

ot her nights. This served clear notice that tine was passing. The weat her was changi ng; Sollen was
recedi ng and Gyd woul d soon arrive.

| begrudged the tine-every passing day was a day w thout Goewyn and enpty for the lack. | felt an
urgency in ny spirit that nothing, save the light in Goewn's eye, could appease. | was restless
and craved the sight of ny beloved. The infant was growing now Wthin her, and | wondered if it
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had begun to show. | repeated her flame with every step

As Cyrian and | wal ked together, taking our turn on foot, | asked, Do you m ss Tangwen greatly?"
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H s head was bent low. "My heart is sore for yearning, | mss her so nuch."

"You never say anything," | prodded gently.

"I't is ny heartache. | keep it to mysell"

"Why? W share this pain together, brother."

Cynan swung his spear shaft forward, rapping the butt sharply on the stone, but kept his eyes
fixed on the road. "I keep it to nyself," he said again, "for | would not grieve you with ny
conpl aint. Bad enough that Goewyn is stolen; you do not need ny troubles added to your own."

He woul d say no nore about it, so | let the matter rest. H s forbearance hunbled nme. That Cynan
could forswear the very nention of his own hurt lest it increase mine, shaned nme; doubly so, since
| had scarcely given his suffering a second thought. How could I be worthy of such loyalty?

That night we cane to the end of the little grain that remained, and it was a sorry neal

"The sooner we |eave this accursed forest, the better," grunbled Bran Bresal. W sat at counci
around the fire while the nen ate, wondering what to do. "It cannot go on for ever."

"Nor can we," | pointed out. 'Wthout neat and neal, we will soon grow too weak to travel."

"W have neat on the hoof," Scatha suggested delicately. "Though every horse we take nmeans t hat
anot her warrior must wal k."

"l have never eaten horseneat," Cynan nuttered. "I do not intend to start now"

"l have eaten horse,"” said Tegid. "And | was glad to. It warnmed the belly and strengthened the
hand to the fight."

| renenbered the time Tegid nmeant: the flight to Findargad in the nountains of northern Prydain
Then, as now, it was winter. We were pursued by the Coranyid, Lord Nudd's denmon host, while nmaking
our way to Meldryn Mawr's hi gh stronghol d. Freezing, starving, we fought our way step by faltering
step to the safety of the fortress. W were not freezing this time; but the starving had begun
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"Not hi ng good can cone of eating a horse," runbled Cynan, pressing his chin to his chest "It is a
| ow endeavor."

"Perhaps," agreed Scatha, "but there are worse."

| stirred at the sound of footsteps, and Emyr appeared, anxi ous and uneasy. He spoke directly to
Tegid. "Penderwydd, it is Alun. | think you should cone and see him"

Ri sing without a word, Tegid hurried away.

"What has happened to hin?" asked Cynan, junping to his feet. Bran had risen at Enyr's approach
and was al ready foll ow ng.

W fell into step with Enmyr. "Garanaw found himsitting back there," the Raven said, indicating
the road we had that day travelled. "He took his turn wal king, but he did not join us when we
stopped to nake canp. Garanaw rode back to | ook for him?"

Al un sat slunped by the canmpfire. The other Ravens hovered near, quietly apprehensive. They did
not speak when we joined them but gathered close as Tegid stooped before their stricken
swor dbr ot her .

"Alun," began the bard, "what is this | hear about you taking your ease by the road?"

Alun's head cane up with a snmle, but there was pain behind his eyes, and his skin glowed with a
m st of perspiration. "Well," he replied in a brave tone, glancing around the circle of faces
above him "I have not been sleeping as well as |I mght-what with one thing and another."

Scat ha knelt beside him "Were is the hurt, A un?" she asked, and put her hand on his shoul der
The touch, though gentle, brought a gasp fromthe Raven. The col or drained fromhis face.

Gently, she reached to unfasten the brooch that held his cloak. Al un put his hand over hers and
shook his head slightly. "Please."

"Let us help you, brother," Tegid said softly.

He hesitated, then closed his eyes and nodded. Scatha deftly unpinned the cloak and | oosened the
siarc. Alun nmade no further nmove to hinder her, and soon the shoul der was exposed. A ragged welt
curved over the top of the shoul der towards the shoul der bl ade.

"Bring a torch,"” the bard comuanded, and a nmorment |ater Nial
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handed a firebrand forward. Tegid took the torch and, stepping behind the seated Al un, held the
i ght near

"Ch, Alun!" sighed Scatha. Several of the Ravens nuttered, and Bran | ooked away.
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"Fine brave warriors you arel" conplained Alun. "Has no one seen a scratch before?"

There was a small rip in the siarc, and little blood; indeed, the scratch itself had al ready
scabbed over. But the flesh beneath was red and swollen, with a ghastly green-black tinge.

Tegi d studi ed the shoul der carefully, holding the torch near and probing gently with his
fingertips. Then he placed his hand flat agai nst the swollen shoul der. "The wound is hot to the
touch," he said. "It is fevered."

Scat ha reached a hand to Alun's head and pressed her palmto his brow She withdrew it alnost at
once. "You are roasting, Al un."

"Perhaps | have been sitting too near the fire,

he | aughed weakly. "And here | thought | was

cold."
"I will not lie to you, brother," Tegid said, handing ne the torch and squatting before Aiimonce
nore. "It is not good. The wound has sickened. | nust open it again and clean it properly."

Alun rolled his eyes, but his exasperation was half-hearted and mngled with relief. "All this
fuss over a scratch?"

"Man, Aiim if that is a scratch only," said Cynan, who could contain hinmself no | onger, "then ny
spear is a pot sticker."

"Bring fresh water-and clean cloths, if you can find any," Tegid ordered inpatiently. Cynan |eft
at once, taking Niall with him "I need a knife," the bard continued, "and | need it sharp."
"Mne will serve," said Bran, pushing forward. He drew the blade fromits place at his belt, and
handed it to Tegid.

The bard tested the edge with his thunb and gave it back, saying, "Strop it again. | want it

new. edged and keen."

"And hold the blade to the firecoals when you have finished," |I instructed. Bran raised his
eyebrows at this, but | insisted.

"Do it," said the Raven Chief, handing the knife to Drustwi, who hastened to the task. Tegid
turned to the remnmining Ravens. "Gather
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noss, and spread oxhi des and fl eeces; prepare a bed."

"I will not need a bed, certainly," A un grunbl ed.

"When | am through,"” Tegid replied, "one of us will be glad of a place to lay his head. | wll use
it if youwill not." He nodded to Garanaw and Emyr, who turned and di sappeared at once.

Scatha and | retreated a little apart. "I mislike the look of this," Scatha confided. "I fear the
serpent's poison is in him™"

"if the poison was in him he would have been well and truly dead by now," | pointed out "Help

Tegid, and cone to ne afterwards."”

Thus, | set about keeping nyself and the rest of the nen busy until Tegid and Scat ha had fi ni shed.
The horses were picketed and the fires banked high; Cynan and | positioned the guards and saw t he
men settled to sleep before returning to the fire to wait.

I dozed, and after a while Cynan nudged ne awake. "Here now He is com ng."

| yawned and sat up. "Well, bard?"
Tegid sat down heavily. Fatigue sat |ike a burden on his shoul ders. Cynan poured a cup of water
and offered it to him "If | had a draught of ale," Cynan said, "I would give it to you. As soon

as | get another, it is yours."

"And | will drain that cup," Tegid replied, gazing at the fire. He drank and, setting the cup

asi de, pressed his eyes shut.

"What of Alun?" | asked again.

Ignoring ne, Tegid said, his voice cracking, "The wound was but a scratch-as Alun said. But it has
si ckened, and the sickness has spread into the shoulder and arm | cut into the wound and pressed
much poi son out of the flesh. | bathed the cut with water and wapped it with a poultice to keep

t he poi son draining."

"Yet he will recover,"” Cynan declared flatly, willing it to be so.

"He is sleeping now Scatha will sit with himthrough the night. She will rouse us if there is any
change. "

"Way did he let it go untended?" | asked. "He should have sai d sonething."

Tegi d rubbed his face with his hands. "Alun is a brave man. He thought the hurt but small, and he
did not wish to slow us.
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Until he collapsed on the road, | do not believe he knew hinself howill he had becone."

| asked the question uppernost in my nmind. "WII|l he be able to travel tonorrow?"
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"I will examnmine the wound again in the nmorning; | may see nore by daylight A night's sleep can do
much." He rubbed his face again. "I nmean to see what it can achieve nyself."

Wth that, he rolled hinself in his cloak and went to sl eep.

We did nove on the next day. Al un seened to be stronger and professed hinself nuch inproved.

made certain that he did not wal k, and Tegi d gave hi m heal i ng draughts which he nade with the
contents of the pouch at his belt. In all, Alun |ooked and acted |ike a man on the nend.

So we journeyed on-growi ng nore footsore and hungry by the day, it is true, but nore determ ned

al so. Two days later, we noticed that the forest was thinning somewhat. And two days after that we
came to the end of the forest. Despite the lack of food, our spirits soared. Just to see blue sky
over head was a bl essing.

And t hough the | and beyond the forest rose to bald hills of rocky and barren peat noor-as w de and
enpty as the forest had been dense and cl ose-the warriors began to sing as we stepped fromthe
shadow of the last tree. Tegid and | were riding at the head of the colum and we stopped to
l'isten.

"They have found their voices at last,”" | remarked. "I wonder how long it has been since such a
sound was heard in Tir Aflan?"

Tegi d cocked his head and favored ne with one of his prickly sidelong glances.

"What have | said now?"

He straightened, drew a deep breath, and turned to | ook at the road ahead-stretching into the hill-
crowded distance. "All this by the Brazen Man is cone to pass,"” he intoned, "who |ikew se nounted
on his steed of brass works woe both great and dire."

It was the Banfaith's prophecy, and | recognized it. Wth the recognition cane an arrow pang of

regret for Geenllian's death. | saw again the dusky shinmer of her hair and her bew tching enerald
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eyes; | saw her graceful neck and shoul ders bent to the curve of a harp, her fingers stroking the
strings, as if coaxing beauty fromthin air.

"Rise up, Men of Gnir!" | said, continuing the quote just to show Tegid that | renenbered. "Fil

your hands with weapons and oppose the false nen in your mdst"

Tegid supplied the final section: "The sound of the battleclash will be heard anong the stars of
heaven and the Great Year will proceed to its final consunmation.”

To which, | replied: "Bring it on. | amready."

"Are you?" the bard asked.

Before | could reply, we heard a shout "Tegid! Liew Here!"

I swivelled in the saddl e and saw Enyr running towards us along the side of the road. | snapped
the reins and urged nmy nount forward to neet him "Cone quickly!" he said. "It is Alim"

W raced back along the high road to where two riderless horses waited. A cluster of nen stood at
t he roadsi de, the Ravens anong them W pushed through the press and found Alun [ying on the

ground. Bran and Scatha bent over him and Cynan was saying, "Lie still, Alun. You are ailing,
man. It is no shame to tunble fromthe saddle.”

"I fell asleep,” Aiimprotested. "That is all. | fell asleep and slipped off. It is nothing. Let
me up."

"Alun," said Tegid, hunkering down beside him "I want to | ook at your shoul der."

"But | amwell, | tell you." Aiims insistence fell sonewhat short of absolute conviction

I nmotioned to Cynan, who | eant his head towards me. "Mywve the men along. W will join you as soon
as we have finished here.”

"Right!" said Cynan |loudly. He rose and began turning nen around. "It is for us to nove on. W can
do nothing for Alun- standing over himlike trees taken root The road grows no shorter for

st oppi ng. "

Reluctantly, the warriors noved al ong, |eaving us to exanmi ne Alun's wound. Tegid deftly unfastened
the brooch and drew asi de
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the cloak. The siarc beneath was caked with dried bl ood.

"You have been bl eeding, Alim" observed Tegid, his voice dry and even

"Have | ?" wondered Alun. "I did not notice."

Tegid proceeded to draw aside the siarc, pulling it carefully away fromthe skin. A sweet snell
emanated fromthe wound as the cloth cane free. The whol e shoul der and upper back were inflamed
and di scol ored now, the flesh an ugly purple with a grotesque green-black cast. The scratch Tegid
had opened was raw and running with a thin yellow nmatter

"Wl |1 ?" said Alun, twi sting his head around to see his injury.
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"I will not Iie to you, Alun," Tegid's tone was solemm. "I do not like this." The bard pressed his
fingers to the swollen flesh. "Does that hurt?"
"No." Alun shook his head. "I feel nothing."

"You should," replied Tegid. He turned to Bran. "Take Garanaw and Enyr, and ride back to the
forest. Cut sone long poles and bring themto ne. W will nake a cadarn for him"

Alun twi sted free and struggled up. "I will not be dragged behind a horse on an infant's bed," he
growed. "I will ride or walk."

The bard frowned. "Very well," he agreed at last, "we will spare you that. But you will endure mny
medi ci ne before | let you take the saddl e again."”

Alun smled. "You are a hard man, Tegid Tathal. Hard as the flint beneath your feet."
"Leave us the horses," Tegid instructed. "W will join you when | have finished."

Bran and | left Tegid and Scatha there, and returned to the colum. "Tegid is worried," Bran
observed. "He does not want us to know how bad it is." He paused. "But | know "
"Well," | replied lightly, doing nmy best to soothe the Chief Raven, "Tegid has his reasons. No

doubt it is for the best™

We took our places at the head of the line with Cynan. And though the nen continued to sing, the
good feeling had gone out of it for ne.
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The day ended in a dull, miserable drizzle. A cold wind whined across the rocky wastes and made us
gl ad of the firewood we had collected to bring with us upon | eaving the forest The wi nd, nournfu
and cold though it was, made a wel come change fromthe stifling close silence and dead air of the
forest. So we did not begrudge the chill and danp.

We ate thin gruel, nostly water, boiled with handfuls of a sort of coarse, spiky grass which we
pull ed fromside of the road. The grass lent a stimulating aromatic quality to the brew, and
served to flavor it somewhat, although it added little bul k. The water, collected fromsmall rock
pools, was far better than that which we got fromthe river. Sone of the warriors scouted the
nearest braes for nushrooms, but found none.

Tegi d and Scat ha watched over Al un through the night. At dawn | went to themto see how the

patient had fared. The bard net ne before | cane near Alun. "I do not think he should trave

t oday. "

"Then we will canmp here," | said. "W could all use the rest, and the horses have grass enough to
graze. How is he?"

Tegid frowned; his dark eyes flicked away from nme, and then back. "It is not well with him"

"But he will recover," | asserted quickly.

"He is strong. And he is not afraid of a fight. Scatha and I will do all that can be done to heal
him" He paused. "Meat would help as nmuch as rest.”

"Say no nore. | will see to it."

I chose one of the smaller horses, though not the youngest whose nmeat might have been nore tender.
But | was not choosing for culinary value; | wanted to keep the nore experienced war horses as

| ong as possible. Bran approved the choice, and Garanaw hel ped ne sl aughter the poor beast.

Cynan insisted he would have nothing to do with either killing or eating horses. He kept
muttering, "It is not fitting for a king of Cal edon to devour his good nount, his helpmate in
battle."

"Fine. Then just hold your tongue when the stew starts bubbling and the snell of roasting neat
tenpts your nostrils."”
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Despite the cold, Garanaw and | put off our cloaks, siarcs, breecs and buskins. W |ed the aninal
alittle apart and made the swordthrust as quick and painl ess as possible. The horse fell wthout
acry, rolled onto its side and died. W skinned it quickly and spread the hide on a nearby rock.
Then we began the grisly task of hacking the carcass into suitable joints. W were covered in

bl ood when we had finished, but we had a fair anmount of good nmeat stacked on the hide.

Ni all, Enyr and Drustwn, neanwhile, busied thenselves preparing spits on which to roast the neat.
Garanaw and | distributed the neat to the nen, saving the choice pieces for Tegid s use. Shivering
with cold by the time we had finished, we knelt beside a peaty pool and washed away the bl ood,
dressed again, and hurried to warm ourselves while the nmeat cooked.

Soon the wind carried the snoky-sweet arona throughout the canp, dispersing any lingering qual nms
about our neal. Wen the nmeat was done, it did not ook or snmell much different from beef and the
men consuned it happily-not to say greedily. | could see Cynan's resolve wavering, but | knewif |
asked hi magain, he would say no again out of stubborn pride.
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Scatha came to his rescue. She collected a double portion and sat down crossl egged beside him "I
al ways told ny Mbinogi," she began, chewi ng thoughtfully, "that a warrior's chief task is to stay
alive and remain fit for battle. Any warrior who fails to do all he can to achieve this aimis no
help at all to his kinsnen."

Cynan frowned and thrust out his chin. "I renenber."

"I taught you to find birds' eggs and seaweed and-" she paused to lick the juice fromher |ong
fngers, "and all such that might make a neal for a hungry warrior away fromhis lord s hearth."
The broad shoul ders bunched in a tight shrug, but the frowm remained firmy fixed.

"That is why | nake certain to serve horsenmeat to all ny brood," Scatha continued casually.

The red head turned slowy. "You served us horseneat ?"

"Yes. | find that one taste and it ---~"
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Sone of those sitting near overheard this conversation and grinned. No one dared |augh al oud.
Cynan's chagrin was genui ne, but wonderfully short-Ilived.

Scatha raised a portion of roast nmeat and offered it to him Cynan took it between his hands and
stared at it as if he expected it to reproach him "Never let it be said that Cynan Machae spuned
the learning of his youth."

So saying, he lifted the neat to his mouth and bit into it. He chewed grinmly and swall owed, and
the subject was never nentioned again. W slept well content that night, our stomachs full for the
first time in many days. But my sleep was cut short. Tegid cane to ne and jostled me awake. The
wi nd had risen during the night and was bl owi ng cold fromthe north.

"Shh!" he cautioned. "Come quickly and quietly."

He led me to where he and Scatha had nade a place for Alun between two snall fires, one at his
head and the other at his feet Bran stood beside her, |eaning on his spear, his head | owered.
Scatha had a rag in her hand, and a bow of water in her |ap; she was bathing Alun's face. Hs
eyes were closed and he was lying very still.

Tegid bent over the ailing warrior. "Alim" he said softly, "Liewis here. | have brought him as
you asked."

At this, Alinms eyes flickered open and he turned his head. The vile purple stain of the rotten
wound had reached the base of his throat. "Liew," Alun said, his voice little nore than a

whi spered breath, "I wanted to say that | amsorry."

"Sorry? Alun, you have nothing to be sorry about,” | replied quickly. "It is not-"

"l wanted to help you rescue Goewyn."

"You will, Alim You will recover. | amcounting on you."

He smiled a dry, fevered snile. His dark eyes were glassy and hard. "No, lord, | will not recover

| amsorry to | eave you one blade |less." He paused and licked his lips. "I would have liked to see
the |1 ook on Pal adyr's face when you appeared. That is one fight | will be sorry to miss."

"Do not speak so, Alun," | said, swallow ng hard. My throat

301

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

"The land is dead," he said, shaking out his cloak. "All was as we saw it before. Nothing has
changed. "

| called for some of the stew we had prepared the previous day, and left themto their neal
Meanwhi l e, Tegid and | set to work preparing the pyre for Alun's cremati on. The wood had been
dunped in a heap beside the road, and the bard was busy sorting it according to | ength when

joined him Wen the ordering was finished, we carried arm oads of selected tinber to a large flat
rock nearby and began stacking the wood carefully.

I fell inwith the task and we worked together w thout speaking, carrying and stacking, erecting a
sturdy wooden scaffold linb on linb. It was good work-the two of us noving in rhythmand it put ne
in mnd of the day Tegid and | had begun building Dinas Dw. | held that nmenory and basked in its
warm gl ow as we | abored side by side. Wien we finished, the pyre stood on its lonely rock |ike a
smal | tinber fortress. Sone of the men had gathered as we worked and now stood | ooking dol efully
at the finished pyre.

Tegi d observed them standing there and said, "Wen the sun sets we will light the fire."
The mist cleared as the day sped fromus and the sky lightened in the west, allow ng us a dazzling
glimpse of golden Iight before dusk closed in once again. | turned fromthe setting sun to see the

warriors coming in tws and threes across the noor to the rock where Tegid and | waited.

When all had gathered, Alun's body, which had been covered and sewn into an oxhide after his
death, was brought by the Ravens and laid carefully upon the pyre. Tegid kindled a fire nearby and
prepared torches, giving one to each of the renmaining four Ravens and Bran.
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The bard mounted the rock and took his place at the head of the pyre. He raised his hands in

decl amation. "Kinsnen and friends," he called loudly, "Alun Tringad is dead; his body lies cold
upon the pyre. It is tine to release the soul of our swordbrother to begin its journey through the
H gh Realns. His body will be burned, but his ashes will not abide in Tir Aflan. Wen the fire has
done its work, |
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will gather the bones and they will return with us to Albion for burial on DniimVran."

Then, placing a fold of his cloak over his head, the Chief Bard raised his staff and closed his
eyes. After a nonment, he began to chant gently, tunelessly, a death dirge:

When the nouth shall be dosed,

When the eyes shall be shut,

When the breath shall cease to rattle,
When the heart shall cease to throb,
When heart and breath shall cease;

May the Swift Sure Hand uphol d you,

And shield you fromevil of eve?y kind.

May the Swift Sure Hand uphol d you,

And gui de your foot al ong the way,

May the Swift Sure Hand uphol d you,

And | ead you across the sword-bridge,

May the Swift Sure Hand shield, |ead, and gui de you Across the narrow way
By which you | eave this world;

~4 nd guard you fromall distress and danger, And place the pure Iight ofjoy before you, And | ead
you into Courts of Peace, And the service of a True King
In Courts of Peace,

Where d ory and Honor and Maj esty

Del i ght the Noble Kin for ever.

May the eye of the Geat Cod

Be a pilot star before you,

May the breath of the Good CGod

Be a snooth way before you,

May the heart of the Kingly God

Be a boon of rich blessing to you.

May the/lanmes of this burning

Li ght your way...

May the/lames of this burning

Li ght your way. ..

May the flanes of this burning

Li ght your way to the world beyond.
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So saying, the Chief Bard sunmoned the Ravens. One by one they stepped forward-Garanaw, Enyr,

Ni al | and Drustwn-each bearing a torch which he thrust into the kindling at the base of the pyre.
Bran cane | ast and added his torch to the others. The fire ruffled in the wi nd, caught, and began
clinmbing towards Alun's body lying so still on his rough wooden bed.

Li ke those around ne, | watched the yellow flanes |icking up through the latticework of wood to
caress the cold flesh of ny friend. Gief | felt for nyself~ | would never again hear his voice
lifted in song, nor see himswagger into the hail. | would mss his preposterous bragging, his
bold and foolish challenges-like the tinme he challenged Cynan to a day's |abor plow ng | and and
felling and hauling tinber, nearly ruining hinself with the exertion, and all for a golden
trinket.

| felt the tears welling in ny eyes, and | let themfall. It was good to renenber, and to weep for
what was | ost and could not be again.
Farewel |, Alun Tnngad, | said to nyself as the fire hissed and cracked, nounting higher. May it go

well with you on your journey hence.
A voice, hoarse with grief, rent the silence: "Fly, Raven! Try your w ngs over new fields and
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forests; let your |oud voice be heard in | ands unknown." Bran, his noble face shining with tears
inthe firelight, drew back his armand |ofted his spear skywards. | saw the tip glint in the cold
starlight and then it disappeared into the darkness-a fitting image of release for the spirit of a
warrior.
The flames grew hot; | felt the heat-sheen on ny face and ny cl oak steaned. The flane-crack grew
to a roar; the light danced, flinging shadows back into the teeth of the ever-encroaching
darkness. In alittle while, the pyre collapsed i nward, draw ng the hi de-covered corpse into the
fierce golden heart of the funeral fire, there to be consuned. W watched |long-until only enbers
remai ned, a glowi ng red heap upon the rock
"It is done," Tegid declared. "Alun Tringad has gone." Wereupon we turned and nmade our way back
to canmp, leaving Tegid to performthe tasks necessary for reclaining the bones fromthe fire.
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I found nyself wal ki ng beside Bran. | thought his farewell apt and told himso. "It was a fitting
farewell to a Raven who has gone."
Bran cocked his head to one side and regarded nme as if | had suggested that | thought the noon
m ght sleep in the sea. "But Alun has not gone," Bran observed natter-of-factly, "he has only gone
on ahead."
W wal ked a little further, and Bran explained: "W have nade a vow, we Ravens, to rejoin one
another in the world beyond. That way, if any of us should fall in battle, there is a swordbrother
waiting to welcone us in the world beyond. Wiether in this world or the next, we will still be the
Ravens. "
H's faith in this arrangenent was sinple and marvellous. And it was absolute. No shadow of doubt
i ntruded, no qual m shadowed the bright certainty of his confidence. I, who had no such assurance,
could only marvel at his trust.

We departed the next norning at dawn. M st gathered thick, naking our world blurred and dull. The
sky, dense as wool to every horizon, drooped |ike a sodden sheepskin over our heads. As the unseen
sun rose towards mdday, the wind stiffened, rolling the nist in clouds across the darkeni ng noor
We noved in a ragged doubl e colum, shivering beneath our wet cloaks. The horses wal ked with their
heads down, noses al nost touching the ground, hooves cl opping hollow on the stone-paved hi gh road.
Wet to the skin, my hair plastered to ny scalp, | stunped along on nunb feet and | onged for
nothing nore than to sit before the fire and bake the creeping cold fromny bones. So Tegid's
abrupt revelation, when it came, caught nme off guard.

"I saw a beacon |l ast night."

My head whi pped around and | stared up at him incredul ous that he had not bothered to nmention it
before. He did not |ook at ne, but rode hunch-shouldered in the saddle, squinting into the
drizzle:

soggy, but unconcerned. Bards!
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"When the enbers had cool ed," he continued placidly, "I gathered Alun's bones." My eyes flicked to
the tidy bundl e behind his saddle wapped in Alun's cloak. "I saw the beacon-flare when | returned
to canp."

"I see. Any particular reason why you bring this to ny attention now?"

"I thought you might Iike to hear a good word." At this, ny wise bard turned his head to | ook down
on ne. | glared up at him water running down ny hair and into ny eyes. "You are angry," he
observed. "VWy?"

Frozen to the marrow, having eaten nothing but horseneat for days, and heartsick at Al un's death,
the last thing I expected or wanted was ny Chief Bard w thholding inmportant information from mne.
"It is nothing," |I told him heaving ny anger aside with an effort. "Wat do you think it neans?"
"I't neans," he replied with an air that suggested the neani ng was obvi ous, "we are nearing our
journey's end."

Hs words filled ne with a strange elation. The final confrontation woul d come soon. Anticipation
pricked nmy senses alert ny spirit qui ckened. The dreariness of the day evaporated as expectation
ignited within. The end is near: |et Pal adyr beware!

We pressed our way deeper into the barren hills. The peat npors gave way to heather and gorse. Day
foll owed day, and the road remained strai ght and high; we travelled fromdimgrey dawn to | ead
grey dusk, stopping only to water the horses and ourselves. W ~te only at night around the
canmpfire when we could cook the flesh of yet another horse. We ate, bitterly regretting the |oss
with every bite; but it was neat, and it warmed an enpty belly. No one conpl ai ned.
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Gradual ly, the land began to lift. The hills grew higher and the valleys deeper, the descents nore
severe as the hill-country rose towards the nountains. One day we crested a long slope to see the
faint shimer of snowtopped heights in the distance. Then cloud and m st closed in again and we
| ost the sight for several nore days. When we saw them again, the nountains were closer; we could
make out individual peaks, sharp and ragged above darkly stream ng cl ouds.
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The air grew clearer; and though msts still held us bound and blind by day, nights were often
crisp and clear, the stars sharp and bright as spearpoints in a heaven black as pitch. It was on
such a night that Tegid cane to ne while | slept beside a |lowburning fire.

"Ll ew. -

| caine awake at the touch of his hand on my shoul der

"Come with nme."

n \N]y?ll

He made no answer, but bade ne follow hima little way fromcanp. A late noon had risen above the
hori zon, casting a thin light over the land. W clinbed to the top of a high hill, and Tegid
pointed away to the east. | |ooked and saw a |ight burning on a near-distant ridge and, sone way

beyond it, another. Even as we watched, a third light flickered into existence further off still.
St andi ng side by side in the night, straining into the darkness, ny bard and | waited. The w nd
prow ed over the bare rock of the hilltop, like a hunting animl making | ow restless noises. In a
little while, a fourth fire winked into life like a star alighting on a faraway hill.

I wat ched the beacons shining in the night, and knew that ny eneny was near

"I have seen this in ny vision," Tegid said softly, and | heard again the echo of his voice lifted

in song as the stormfrenzied waves hurled our frail boat onto the killing rocks.

The wind growed low, filling the darkness with a dangerous sound. "Alun," Tegid said deliberately
and sl ow, choosing his words carefully, "was the only one anong the Ravens to see Crom Cruach."

At first | did not catch his inplication. "And now Alun is dead,” | replied, supplying the answer

to the bard's unspoken question

"Then | am next. |s that what you nean?"
"That is ny fear."

"Then your fear is unfounded,” | told himflatly. "Your own Vision should tell you as nuch. Al un
and | -we both saw Yel | ow
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Coat. And we both fought the serpent. Alun died, yes. But | amalive. That is the end of it."
Indicating the string of beacons blazing along the eastern horizon, he said, "The end is out
there.”

"Let it come. | welcome it."

The sky was showi ng pearly grey when we turned to wal k back down the hill to the canp. Bran was
awake and waiting for us. We told himabout the beacons and he received the news calmy. "W nust
advance nmore warily fromnow on," he said. "l advise we send scouts to ride before us."

"Veiy well," | concurred. "See to it."

Bran touched the back of his hand to his forehead and stepped away. A little while later, Enmyr and
Niall rode out fromthe canp. | noticed that they did not ride on the hard surface of the road,
but in the long grass beside it. They would go less swiftly, but nore silently.

So it begins at last, | thought.

I followed them a short distance fromcanp and watched the riders di sappearing into the pale dawn.
"The Swift Sure Hand go with you, brothers!" | called after them nmny voice echoed in the barren
hills and died away in the heather. The |l and seened unsettled by the sound. "The Sw ft Sure Hand
shield us all," | added, and hastened back to canp to face the day's denands.
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The hills grudgingly gave way to an endl ess expanse of rock waste-all sharp-angled, toppling,
sliding, bare but for tough thickets of thorny gorse. The land tilted precariously all around, yet
the road held firmand good. Rain and wi nd battered us; m st blinded us for days w thout end. But
the road hel d good.
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And with each day's narch the cl oud-shrouded nobuntains drew nearer. W watched the wi nd-carved
peaks rise until they crowded the horizon on every side-range upon range, sumit upon summit
fading into the misty distance. Brooding, fierce, and unwhol esome, they were no kindly heights,
but | ooned stark and threatening over us: white, like splinters of shattered bone or teeth broken
ina fight.

Enough grass grew al ong the roadside to keep the horses fed, and the horses fed us. This neant

| osi ng anot her nmount every few days, but the neat kept us going. W drank from nountain runnels
and pool s, numbing the ache of hunger with cold water.

Gyd, Season of Thaws, drew ever nearer, bringing wet gales to assail us. The snow on the | ower

sl opes began nelting and filling the gorges, gullies and rock canyons with the icy run-off. Day
and night, we were battered by the sound of water gushing and snmashi ng, gurgling and splashing, as
it rushed to the | owl ands now far behind us. Msts rose fromdeep defiles where waterfalls booned;
cl ouds
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hung | ow over crevices where fast-flowi ng cataracts clattered and echoed like the clash of battle-
crazed war bands.

The bl eak nonotony of naked rock and the harshness of the wi nd and crashi ng water bore constant
rem nder-if any was needed- that we journeyed through a hostile land. The hi gher we clinbed anong
the shattered peaks, the greater grew our trepidation. It was not the wind that screanmed anong the
ragged crowns and smashed summits; it was fear, raw and wild. We lay shivering in our cloaks at
night and listened to the wi nd-voices wail. Dawn found us ill-rested and edgy to face the renewed
assaul t.

Twi ce during each day's trek, we met with the scouts-once at m dday, and then agai n when they
returned at dusk. The Ravens took it in turn to carry out the scouting duty, two at a tine,
rotating the task anong their nunber so that each day saw a fresh pair ride out. One day, Garanaw
and Enyr returned as we were nmaking canp for the night beneath a high overhanging cliff.

"There is a better place just beyond the next turn," Enyr inforned us. "It is not far, and it
woul d prove a nuch better shelter should the wind and rain cone up in the night.”

As we had not yet unsaddled the horses or |it the fires, we agreed to nove on to the place they
suggested. Garanaw | ed the way and, when we arrived, said, "This is as good a shelter as these
bare bones provide."

Cynan heard this and replied, "Broken bones, you nean. | have seen nothing for days that was not
fractured to splinters.™

Thus, the mountai ns became Tor Esgyrnau, the Broken Bones. And what Cynan said was true; through
nam ng them they becane | ess threatening, |ess frightening-however slightly. At |east, we began

| ooking on themwi th | ess apprehension than previously.

"That is the way of things," Tegid offered when | remarked on this a few days later. "Anong the
Derwyddi it is taught that to confer a nane is to conquer."

"Then get busy, bard. Find a name with which to conquer Paladyr. And | will shout it fromthe
crown of the highest peak."

Later, as darkness clainmed the heights, I found him standing,
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peering into the gl oom al ready creeping over the | ow ands behind. | stared with himinto the

di stance for a noment, and then asked. "Wat do you see?"

"I thought | saw something nmoving on the road down there," he replied, still scanning the tw sted
ri bbon.
"Where?" | |ooked hard, but could nmake out nothing in the murk. "I will send sonmeone back to see.”

Tegi d declined, saying, "There is no need. It is gone nowif anything was there. It mght have
been a shadow. "

He wal ked away, but | stayed, staring into the dull twlight, searching the darkness for any sign
of nmovenent. We had clinbed a fair distance into the nmountains and, though the days were slightly
war mer now, the nights were still cold, with biting wi nds sweepi ng down fromthe snow | aden peaks
above. O'ten we woke to frost on our cloaks, and the day's nelt frozen during the night to nake
the road treacherous until the sun warmed the stone once nore.

For warmth we burned the hard-tw sted knots of gorse trunks we hacked fromtheir stony beds with
our swords. They burned with a foul snell and gave off an acrid, oily snoke, but the enbers

remai ned hot long after the fire had gone.

We reached a high mountain pass and crossed the first threshold of the nountains. | |ooked back to
see the land dull and shapel ess behind us; a bleak, treeless, mst-obscured noor, colorless,
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sodden and drear. It was good to leave it behind at last. | stood long, |looking at the road as it
stretched into the distance. Ever since Tegid's suggestion that we m ght be followed, | had spent
a fair amount of time |ooking back, and this tinme even managed to convince nyself that, yes, there
was sonet hi ng, or soneone, back there-very faint and far in the distance. O was it only the
fleeting shift of m st or cloud shadow?

Up anong the barren peaks, the wi nd whined and how ed, swooping down to tear at our flesh with
talons of ice. The gale was unrelenting, save for the chance protection afforded by a rock or wall
as the road twisted and wound its tortured way al ong-sonetines no nore than a footpath clawed from
the nmountainside, little w der
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than a scar. Everyone wal ked, for we dared not risk a fall on such a treacherous trail.

Since we could no longer ride, we |loaded all the horses with as nuch hard-scrabbl e gorse as they
could carry. Each animal |ooked |ike a walking furze hillock bouncing along. W went nore slowy
than I would have liked. Still, but for the road, we could not have made the clinb at all

On and on we went, dragging ourselves blue-Ilipped and shivering fromone march to the next,
cringing, tears streamng fromour eyes as the wind and cold pared us to the bone. W grew hard as
| eat her and sharp as knives. W grew hungry, too, with a fierce and gnawi ng desire no feast could
satisfy. It was a longing to be healed as much as filled, a yearning to return to Al bion, and
allow the sight of its fair hills and glens to salve our ravaged hearts. It was taithchwant, the
prof ound hunger for hone.

But | could not go horme. | would sooner abandon ny life than ny bel oved. My eneny's head woul d
adorn ny belt before | turned my steps towards Druim Vran; ny wife would stand once nore beside
me, before |I turned nmy face towards Dinas Dw. My queen would return with me to Al bion, or I would
not return at all

At dusk, the first night after crossing the nmountain threshold, we sensed a change in the nood of
the land. But it was not until two nights later, when we had penetrated deep into the nountain
fortress, that the change began to nake itself felt. \Were the | ow and noors had been bl eak and
broody, the nmountains were threatening where the forest had been forbidding, the nmountains were
menaci ng. And it was not nerely the threat of plunging fromthe narrow road to die broken on the
rocks below. There was a wary nal evol ence aprow anong the peaks, a dark power that deened our
presence an invasion and reacted accordingly.

On the third night we finally understood the nature of our adversary. The day's march had gone
wel |; we had made good progress and had found a suitable refuge for the night in a deep Jivide

bet ween two peaks. Solid rock walls rose sheer fromthe '~oadside, the surface raked jagged as if
the road had been hacked

316

SONG OF ALBI ON

through the nmountain with a dagger; the peaktops were lost in cloud above us. Here the w nd coul d
not reach us so easily, thus the place provided a wel cone respite and made as good shelter as
could be found in those bare crags.

We huddl ed close to the fires, as always, but that night as the gale rose to its custonmary shriek
we heard in the wind-wail a new and chilling note. Tegid, ever alert to the subtle shifts and
shades of |ight and sound, was first to perceive it. "Listen!" he hissed.

The talk, |low and quiet around the fire, ceased. W listened, but heard nothing-save the icy bl ast
tearing itself on the naked peaks of Tor Esgyrnau.

| leaned close. "Wat did you hear?"

"Did and do," Tegid said, cocking his head to one side. "There- again!"

"l hear the wind," Bran vol unteered, "but nothing nore."

"Nor will you if you keep drowning it with your own voice."

W waited a long while. Wen the sound did not cone again, | asked, "Wat did it sound Iike?"

"A voice," he said, hunching his shoulders nore tightly. "I thought | heard a voice. That is all."
The way he said it-curt and disnmi ssive-nade nme curious. "Wose voice?"

He poked a | oose enber back into the canpfire with the tip of his staff, but nade no reply.

"Whose voice, Tegid?"

Cynan and Bran, and several others sitting near, |ooked on with increasing interest. Tegid glanced
around, and then back to the fire quickly. "The stormis rising," he said.

"Answer me, bard. Whose voice did you hear?"

He drew a breath, and said the nane | |east expected to hear. "Olathir's," he replied softly. "I
thought | heard dlathir."

"Alathir? He has been dead for years. He is-"
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"Well | knowit!"

"But-"

"You asked nme whose voice | heard," he replied, speaking angrily
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and low. "And | amtelling you the truth. | thought | heard Alati Chief Bard of Al bion, |ong dead
in his grave."

The words were still hanging in the air when Bran leapt to] feet. "I heard it!" He stood over us,
his face in shadow. "There!

you hear?" He paused. "And again! But it is not your Alathir-ii A un Tringad!"

Cynan turned a bal eful eye towards ne. "There is sonethi uncanny here, | feel" H's voice was a
wary whisper, as if he feat being overheard.

The fire creaked and ticked, and the wind cried. Then Cyn hinself rose slowy to his feet, placing

a finger to his lips. "No no. - ." he said, his voice little nore than a sigh, "it is not Alun
he it is.. ."-amazenent transforned his features in the firelight "Cynfarch... ny father!"
Soon the whole canp was in turmoil, as everyone succumnbed

the eerie voice of a dead friend or kinsman. Everyone, that is, e~ ~

me. [heard only the wild wind-wail, but that was unnerving er ~

For as night wore on the gale raked nore fiercely at the unseen
and fell shrieking fromthe heights. W could only cower closer tot
fires and hold our hands over our ears.

And then even the fires were taken fromus. The wind sci ~ down between the walls |ike a rushing
waterfall. The canpt~r flattened, guttered, and went out. Plunged into a chill dar~ e churning
with the gale and the cries of dead friends and | oved L~ the men began scranbling for their
weapons.

"Tegid!" | shouted, trying to make nyself heard above the wi ~ roar. "Soneone is going to get hurt
if we do not act."

"l fear you are right," agreed Cynan. "It is npost uncha the dark."

"What do you suggest?" replied Tegid. "I cannot stop the w nd!

"No, but we can stop the nen fromrunning anok."

At that, he junped up onto a nearby rock and raised his stal "Aros! Aros |Ilawt' he shouted in the
buliroar voice of comman "Stay! Stand your ground. It is not the voices of the dead!" he criec
"Sonme treachery is upon us. But do not be deceived. Take courage!"
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"They are calling us!" someone shouted. "The dead have found W are dooned!"

"No!" | told them "Listen to our Wse Bard: we have all lost friends and | oved ones. CQur thoughts
are with them and so you inagine you hear their voices. It is atrick of the wind and storm
Nnt hi ng nore."

uj ~ you not hear themyoursel f?" another frightened voice

demanded.

"No, | do not. |I hear only the wind," | told themsternly. "It is rawand wild, but it is only the
wind. Sit down, all of you, and we will wait it out together."

This seermed to cal mthe nmen. They drew together, some with weapons at the ready, and crouched
shoul der to shoulder to wait. And, gradually, the gale died down and the eerie assault ceased.

We rekindled the fires and slowy relaxed and settled down to sleep, thinking the trouble was
ended. Wshful thinking, as it turned out: the ordeal was just begi nning.
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We had just settled to our rest when the eerie sounds began again, but not voices alone. This
time, the dead al so appeared.

As the wi nd dropped, fog descended fromthe icy altitudes-a strange, ropy mist that ebbed and
flowed in rippling tidewaves. Grey as death and cold, the elusive vapor stole along the bare

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20Lawhead%20-%20Son...0Albion%203%20-%20The%20Endless%20Knot.txt (132 of 174) [2/17/2004 11:30:12 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%620L awhead%620-%20Song%200f%20A | bion%203%20-%20T he%20End| ess%20K not. txt

rockface of the wall and slid over and around the rubble at the roadside, groping and curling like
tendrils. The sentries were the first to see it and raised a tentative alarm They were concerned
but uncertain, as there was no cl ear danger

"No, no," | told Niall who apol ogi zed for waking nme, "this night was never neant for sleeping.

What i s happeni ng?"

H s face, deep-shadowed in the fitful light, screwed into a squint as he peered beyond ne into the
darkness. "A fog has cone up," he said, paused, and glanced back to ne. "It has an evil feel

lord. I do not like it."

I rose and | ooked around. The fog had crept thick, fornming a solid cover on the ground beyond the

ring of light thrown out by our canpfires. If it had been a living creature, | would have said it

seenmed reluctant to cone into the light Probably it was just the heat of the flanes, creating a
mar gi n of space around us. Yet, it seened al nost sentient, the way it snaked and coiled as it

t hi ckened.
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"I't is watching us," Niall whispered.

He was not the only one to feel that way. Very soon the unnatural vapor had formed a weird

| andscape al nost man- hei ght around us. Queer shapes bulged up fromthe nass only to nelt back into
it again. Men began to see things in the grey billows: floating |linbs, heads, torsos, etherea
faces with enpty eyes.

The horses did not like the fog; they raised such a commtion with their jerking and jigging and
whi nnying that | ordered themto be blindfol ded and brought within the fire-ring. They liked that
scarcely better, but allowed thenselves to be pacified.

Qur fears, however, could not be so easily allayed. | ordered the men to armthensel ves and to
stand shoul der to shoul der and shield to shield. W took what confort we could in the heft of our
weapons and t he nearness of our swordbrothers, watching hel pless as the spectral display

conti nued.

Di senbodi ed heads nout hed silent words; detached arns gesticulated, |egs twi tched, and other body
parts nel ded and separated in nonstrous couplings. G asping hands reached out fromthe nass and

beckoned to us, nelted and refornmed as toothl ess sucking mouths. | saw a huge lidless eye split
into smling lips, and then dissolve into a puckered fistul a.
"Clanna na cii!" Cynan growl ed under his breath.

Tegi d, hovering near, whispered, "Sonething is stirring here that has slept for ages. The ancient
evil of this land has awakened, and its minions stalk the |and once nore."

Cynan turned his face, sweating despite the cold. "What could do that?"

"Could it be Pal adyr?" | wondered. "Could he have done sonmething to rouse this-this evil power,
what ever it is?"

"Perhaps,"” Tegid allowed. "But | think it is a thing nore Powerful than Pal adyr al one-a presence,
maybe | do not know. | feel it here." He pressed his fist to his chest. "It is a sensation of deep
W ckedness. | do not think Pal adyr capabl e of such hatred and nalice." He paused, thinking, and
added, "This is nore |ike.

The ghostly shapes formed and congeal ed, altering in subtly
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suggestive ways. Watching this silent, shifting dance of the macabre put ne in nind of Lord Nudd's
Denon Host at the Battle of Dun na Porth at Findargad. "Lord Nudd,"” | said aloud. "Prince of

Uf fern and Annwn."
"Fromthe tale of Ludd and Nudd?" wondered Cynan.

"The sane."
At mention of the name, | began to feel an al nost hypnotic effect. Watever hostile power animated
the fog, it was beginning to exert a fell authority over us. | was drawn to it, coaxed, beckoned

Fascinated, ny spirit yearned towards the billow ng panoply of nutating fornms.
Cone to nme, the fog seened to say. Enbrace ne, and let nme confort you. Your struggle can be over;
your striving can end. Sweet release. Oh, your rel ease ~s near

The sly seduction of this insinuation proved potent indeed to a band of bruised and exhausted
warriors. Long on the trail in a harsh and hostile | and, there were those anmong us who had begun
to weaken. One young warrior across the circle fromnme threw down his shield and staggered forth.
I called to his conpani ons who haul ed hi m back

He was no sooner returned to the fold than another warrior, a nman naned Cadell, gave a cry,
dropped hi s weapons, and nmade to dash into the fog. Thinking quickly, those on either side of him
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grabbed himby the arns and restrai ned him

Cadel | resisted. He dug in his feet and shook off those holding him Turning, he made to run into
the fog. A nearby warrior tripped himwith the butt of a spear. H s kinsnen were on himin a
nmonent, dragging himback to the Iine. As if overcone by a gigantic strength, kicking and flailing
with his arns, Cadell sent his holders flying. Screaming terribly, he staggered to his feet,
turned, and | unbered towards the fog once nore.

Calling for Bran's aid, | darted after him He had reached the fog, which seened to surge towards
himin an enbrace, curling around his wists and ankles. | felt a cold exhalation emanating from
the undulating fog as |I put ny hand on the warrior's shoul der-~--it was

STEPHEN LAVHEAD
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i ke touching a danp rock

Cadel | twisted around nme, flinging out his arm H s flying el bow caught nme on the point of the
chin and | was lifted off ny feet and thrown back; | thought ny head had cone off. | rolled onto
my knees, black stars spinning in dark circles before ny eyes.

I shook ny head fiercely. My assail ant was once again staggering into the fog. | stood on unsteady
| egs and launched nyself at him | did not try to turn himagain, nor did | try to restrain him

it was too late for that. | sinply sprang, raising ny silver hand and bringing it sharply down on
t he nape of his neck.

The warrior stiffened and threw out his arns. He raised his head and screaned, then toppled
backwards like a felled tree. He hit the ground and lay still.

Fearing | had killed him | stooped over Cadell and pressed ny fingertips against his throat. The
instant | touched the body it began jerking and trenbling-all over, head to foot, all at once--as
if he were dancing in his sleep. H's eyelids snapped open and his mouth gaped wi de; his clawed
fingers clutched at ne,, grasping for ny throat.

I swung ny silver hand hard agai nst the side of his head. He convul sed and | heard a gurgle lowin
his throat. The breath rushed out of his lungs and with it sonething else a transparent, form ess

shape like a flying shadow. It brushed nme as it fled and | felt a sick, slinmy chill and an achi ng,
piercing enptiness-as if all the loneliness and nmisery in all the world were gathered into a
swiftly fleeing distillate of woe. In that fleeting touch, | felt the creature's m ndl ess angui sh

and knew what it was to be a tortured animal, able to feel pain, but unable to fathomits cause or
reason. My heart felt as if it would burst with the utter desol ation of that sensation

And then hands seized ne, pulling ne to ny feet. The despair passed as swiftly as it had cone. "I
amnyself," | told them and | ooked down at the body before me. To ny surprise, the man opened his
eyes and sat up. The warriors hastened us both back to the safety of the circle.

I had no sooner returned to ny place beside Tegid and Cynan when the eerie spirit voi ce beckoned
once nore:
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Conme to me. Oh, cone and cast away your care, Let nme hold you and confort you. Let nefree you from
your pain. Cone to ne... cone to ne...

"Hol d, nen! Stand your ground!" | shouted. "DO not |isten!"

"It is gaining strength." Tegid said, glancing all around. "Qur fear is feeding it, and we are
losing the will to resist." He spun away, tugging me with him "There might be a way .. Help nme!"
"Cynan, you and Bran take over," | ordered as | hastened to foll ow "Whatever happens, stand
firm"

The squat twi sted stens of the gorse bushes we burned for ~ warnth were not |arge enough to serve,
but our spear shafts were made of ashwood. Working quickly, we cut the blades fromthree j shafts
and Tegid had nme hold them while he dipped into the pouch at his belt for the Nawgl an, the Sacred
Nine, as he called it.

Taki ng the specially-bl ended ashes, he sprinkled a portion into the pal mof his right hand and
then rubbed it the Iength of the bl adel ess shafts, each in turn

"There," he said when he finished. "Now let us see if they will stand.”

It was not possible to drive the wooden shafts into the stone-paved road, of course. But we tried
wedgi ng the ends between cracks in the stones. "This would have been easier with the bl ades still
attached," | conpl ai ned.

"There can be no nmetal in this rite," the bard replied. "Not even gold."

W persevered, however, and eventually succeeded in wedging the three spear shafts into cracks:
one standing upright, two on either side inclined at a slight angle to forma | oose arrowhead
shape-a gogyrven. Gathering live coals on the inner rimof a shield, we placed a snall pile of
enbers around each standi ng shaft. Taking up the hem of his cloak, Tegid quickly fanned the enbers
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into a flame that
Hol di ng his staff
a sunw se direction. |

was
324

~~J1~ T
~ot supposed to
"Hurry, Tegid!"

At the conpletion of the third circuit,

licked slowy up the slender poles.
in both hands over his head, the bard began wal king rapidly around the blaze in
could hear himmnuttering sonething under his breath in the Taran Tafod; |

hgar or know what he sai d.
| urged.

the bard stopped, faced the blazing gogyrven and said,

"Ddl asai r! Dddai r! Bl adhm do! ! "

The words of the Dark Tongue resounded in the pass,
the staff vertically,

Gfting Gver.1

You whose nanme is veiy life to themthat hear
Tegi d Tat hal ap Tal at yant,

echoi ng up the sheer rock divide
Tegi d began to speak the words of a saining rite.

Ext endi ng

it, hear me now

Chi ef Bard of Al bion, Jam

See ne established in the sunwi se cirde;

hear

Eart h and sky,
By the power of

offire

of wind

of
of
of
of
of

Power
Power
Power

wor | ds

tranpl es the
tranpl es the
tranples the
trampl es the

have over

t hunder
wrath |
heavens

earth |

my entreaty.

rock and wi nd, bear w tness!

the Swift Sure Hand, ldaimthis ground and samit with a nanme: Bwgan Bw ck’

it,
have over it,

I have over it,
have over it,
have over it,
it,
it!

have over
| have over

swan upon the | ake,
horse upon the plain,
ox upon the neadow,
boar upon the track

tranple the forest host of hart and hind,
trample all quick things upon the earth,
Ido tranple and subdue it,
And drive all evil fromit!

of the
of the

In the
In the
In the

nane
nane

Secret One,

Li ving One,

nane of the Al -Encirding One

In the name of the One True Word, it is Bwgan Bw ch

Let it so remamin as |long as nen survive

To breathe the nane.
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So saying, the Chief Bard brought his staff down with a | oud crack upon the rocks.
me. "It is done. Let us hope it is enough."

The writhing mist shuddered and drew i nward upon itself,
or as if it were a creature cowed by fire, but reluctant to allowits prey to escape.
mut ations rippled through the churning mass with ever-increasing frequency.

Returning to ny place in the front rank, | lofted ny spear and call ed al oud:

"In the name of the Secret One, In the nane of the Living One, In the nane of the All-Encircling
One, In the name of the One True Word, this place is Bwgan Bw ch!"

Bran, standing next to me, took up the words, calling out in a clear, strong voice. Soon others
were shouting them too, raising a chant against the nalignant spirit bubbling like a foul froth
all around us. W chanted and the fog churned with ghastly hal f-forned shapes whose origins could
scarcely be guessed.

He turned to

as if contracting under a hail of bl ows;
The
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I saw an eyeless face with a swine's snout and goat's ears; a grasping hand becane a five-headed
cat before dissolving into the formof a gross, grinning nouth that opened to reveal a huge,

bl oated toad for a tongue. A pair of emaci ated bovi ne haunches nutated into a coil ed snake before
disintegrating into a scattering of scuttling cockroaches.

| saw a horse's head on the body of an infant; the infant torso stretched into a pair of thin
scabby stork shanks with the Iong skeletal feet of a rodent. An inmense belly swelled and split,
spilling out blind Ilizards before dissipating into a clutch of palpitating reptile eggs which
nmerged to beconme two sl ack-jawed hagli ke heads. .

"Louder!" | shouted, taking heart that our chanting seened to be producing sone effect. "Samthe
ground! Claimit!"

The men redoubl ed their efforts. The voices of the warriors, so long pent by Tir Aflan's disnal
hush, swelled to fill the troubled pass; their voices raced up the sheer rock walls to strike the
icy heights. Indeed, it seenmed as if by the vigor of shouting alone we might drive the w cked
bwgan spirit fromits roost.
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Wth blinding swiftness, the ghastly netanorphoses becane instantaneous. Bizarre shapes blurred
together in a fantastic stream of nutating forns-changing too fast now to be recogni zed as
anyt hi ng but hazy inmages of vaguely human and ani mal shapes.

| heard Tegid's powerful voice lifted above the rest. On his lips a song, the words of the saining
rite. Man by nman, we added our voices to Tegid s and the song soared up strong and | oud, and the
bwgan shrank before the sound. W sang:

Power offire | have over it,

Power of wind I have over it,

Power of thunder |have over it,
Power of wath | have over it,
Power of heavens | have over it,
Power of earth | have over it,
Power of worlds | have over it!

The bard's saining song drove into the vile spirit like the thrust of a flaning spear, a gogyrven
of song. The fog began to fade and di ssi pate, vanishing as we watched.

tranpl es the swan upon the | ake,

tranpl es the horse upon the plain,
tranpl es the ox upon the nmeadow,

trampl es the boar upon the track

tranple the forest host of hart and hind,
trample all quick things upon the earth,
Ido tranple and subdue it,

And drive oil evil fromit!

o668 G

At the precise nonent of its fading, the bwgan revealed itself as a huge hul king thing, a beast
with the i mense hairy body of a she-bear, its hind | egs those of an ox, and its front |egs those
of an eagle. Its tail was the |ong, naked, hairless cauda of a rat, but its head and face were

di sturbingly human-fl at-featured, big-lipped, with huge, pendul ous ears, round, staring eyes and a
t hi ck protrudi ng tongue.
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In the name of the Secret One,

In the name of the Living One,

In the name of the All-Encirding One,

In the name of the One True Word, it is Bwgan Bw ch

Let it so re~nain as long as men survive

To breath the nane.

And then, growi ng transparent as the m st dissipated, the bwgan vani shed.
The nountain pass echoed with the resoundi ng cheers of the warriors, who sent their song spinning
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up into a night sky suddenly splashed with bright burning stars.

"W have done it!" cried Cynan, happily slapping every back he happened upon. 'W have beaten the
bwgan beast!"”

"Well done, nmen!" shouted Bran. "Well done!"

We were all so busy praising one another that we did not at first hear the thin wail conming from
t he peaks above. But Tegid heard it. "Silence!" he called. "Silence!"

"Silence!" Cynan shouted, trying to quiet the nen. "Qur bard is speaking!"

"Listen!" Tegid said, lifting a hand towards the darksome peaks.

As the jubilation of the nmen died away, | heard a bl oodl ess and nournful shriek-like that of a
great predatory bird-far away, and receding swiftly, as the unclean spirit passed out of the world
of nen.

| looked to Tegid. "Bard?"

"That is the bwgan," Tegid explained with satisfaction. "It is searching for a new hone anong
these broken peaks. If it finds no hone before sunrise, it will die." Throw ng high his hands, he
cried, "Behold! A newday is dawning in Tir Aflan."

Turning as one, we saw the sun was rising in the east. W watched it rise-hungry for it, like nen

too long away fromthe light. Soon a shaft of clear light touched the narrow pass and filled it,
expel ling any lingering shadows with the force of its radiance. The rocks blushed red-gold; the
peaks gl owed, every one a gem

"That evil spirit will not return here," the bard continued. "This ground is sained now, reclained
for humankind. "
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"W have conquered indeed!" Bran Bresal shouted.

It was a happy nmonent, a blessed relief to | ook upon that new day. Yet even in the mdst of such
celebration I could feel the deep nelancholy despair of the | and reasserting itself once nore. W
m ght have recovered one nmountain pass anong a myriad others but, as the inexorable tide of grief
fl owed back, | understood that no nere saining rite could banish the |ong ages of tornment and
msery. It would, | reflected, take sonething nore than a song to redeem Tir Aflan

We struck canp and journeyed on. It was not |ong before dark clouds gathered to obscure the sun
The day, so brightly begun, sank into gl oomonce nore-a gl oomnade all the nore pal pable for the
glory of the dawn we had witnessed. | felt it-we all did-as a wound in the chest, a hole through
whi ch the soul |eaked away |ike bl ood.

Fi ve days, two horses and three nountain passes |ater, we stood together, w nd-wacked and w apped
in our tattered cloaks, staring dully at a peculiar dark pall of cloud hangi ng over the w de bow
of a valley far bel ow us.

"A very odd-looking cloud," | observed.

"It is snmoke," replied Tegid. "Snoke and dust and fear."
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| gazed into the valley. The road showed as a narrow scar w ndi ng down the nountainside to |ose
itself in the pall of snoke and dust. My whol e body | eaned towards the sign in anticipation

direct evidence of human habitation. The end of our journey was near. | felt no fear.

"Way do you say fear?" Cynan asked Tegid.

"See it rising on clouds of snoke and dust," the bard replied, extending his hands and spreadi ng
his fingers, "see it casting a shadow over this unhappy |land. Great distress |ies before us, and
great fear." Tegid |l owered his hand and his voice. "Qur search has ended."

"Goewyn i s there?"

"And Tangwen?" Cynan asked with eager inpatience. "M anam brothers! Wiy do we delay? Let us
hasten to free themat once." He | ooked quickly fromone to the other of us. "Is there anything to
prevent us?"

Had it been left to Cynan we woul d have raised the battle call of the carynx then and there, and
storned the valley by force. But Bran's cooler head prevailed. "Paladyr is surely awaiting us," he

sai d, harking back to the beacons we had seen. "It is |likely he knows our strength, but we do not
know his. It would be well to discover our eneny's nmight before beginning battle."

Strangers
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"Then cone," | told him "You and | will spy out the land."

"I will go with you," Cynan offered quickly, starting away at once.
| placed my silver hand in the mddle of his chest. "Stay, brother. Bran and | will go. Ready the
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war band and await our return.”
"My wife is taken also,” he grow ed. "Or have you forgotten?"

"1 have not forgotten. But | need you to prepare the nen," | replied, adding, "and to lead themif
anyt hi ng shoul d happen and we do not return.” Cynan scow ed, but | could see hi mweakening. "W
will not be gone long, and we will hasten back as soon as we have | earned what we need to know. "
Cynan, still glowering, relented. "Go, then. You will find us ready when you return."

Bran quickly readied two horses and as we mounted Tegid took hold of the reins and stopped ne.
"You asked nme what could rouse the ancient evil of the Foul Land," he said.

"Do you know t he answer now?"

"No," he confessed, "but this | know. the answer will be found down there.
snoke-dark vall ey.

"Then | will go and put an end to this nystery," | told him

Bran and | started down into the broad valley. The road was lined with enornous boul ders all the
way. We thought to ride to the level of the snoke haze, then | eave the horses where we could reach
them at need. W would continue on foot to get as near as we coul d.

We made our way silently, every sense alert. Bran carried his spear, and | ny swordbl ade naked
against nmy thigh. But we heard nothing save the hollow cl op of our horses' hooves on the road, and
saw only the snoke gently undulating like a filthy sea swell. Down and down we went, follow ng the
sharp swi tchback of the road as it uncoiled into the valley. | watched the snpoke sea surge as we
descended to neet it.

Inalittle while we dismunted and | ed the horses off the road to tether them behind a rock. A
little grass growing at the base of the boul der woul d keep the ani mals occupied until we returned.
W t hen
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proceeded on foot, all but blind in the haze. The acrid snoke burned our eyes, but we remained

wat chf ul and proceeded with all caution, pausing every few paces to |listen. Having cone this far
we could not allow a nmonent's carel essness to ruin our cause.

We flitted fromrock to rock, scanning the road bel ow before noving on. After a while, | began to
hear a drumm ng sound, deep and low, |like an earth heart beating underground. The rhythm c runble
vibrated in the pit of ny stomach and up through the soles of mnmy feet.

Bran heard it, too. "What is that?" he asked when we stopped again.

"It is comng fromthe valley." The snoke pall was thinning as we descended, and | saw that we
woul d soon drop belowit. "Down there.” | pointed to a |large, angular boulder jutting up beside
the road. "We should be able to see better fromthere."

We nmade for the boul der, pursuing the sinuous path as it slid down and down. The humm ng, drumm ng
sound grew louder. In alittle while we reached the rock and paused to rest and survey the |and
bel ow.

The snoke cloud formed a ceiling above us, thick and dark. And, spreading bel ow us, a vista of
devastation: the entire bow of the wide valley was a vast, denuded pit rust-red nmounds of crushed
rock formed precarious nountains teetering over tier upon tier of ragged trenches and hol es gouged
into arutile land, deep, angry red, like violent gashes in bruised flesh

Pl umes of foul snoke rose fromscores of vents and holes, and fromopen fires burning on the

sl opes of slag heaps. And rising with the snoke, the stink of human excrenent mingled with that of
rotting neat and putrid water. The snmell nade our throats ache.

Crawling over this hellish | andscape, swarm ng the slag heaps and plying the trenches, were

t housands of nen and wonen- thronging like ternmites, delving like ants, toiling away like tirel ess
wor ker bees-nore insect than human. Hal f-naked and covered in dust and nud and snoke, the wetches
struggl ed under the enornous burdens upon their backs; scaling rickety | adders and
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clinging to ropes, they toiled with dull but single-mnded purpose, hoisting | eather bags and

wi cker baskets filled with earth, and then bearing them away. Squalid beyond belief, the valley
squirmed with this teenming, palpitating tumlt.

Gazi ng out over the desolate valley, straining to conprehend the nethodical, meticul ous

t horoughness of its devastation, we could only gawk in dismay. | felt sick, disgusted by the
horrific extent of the destruction

"Maggots," nuttered Bran under his breath, "feeding on a rotten corpse."

A fresh-runni ng stream had once passed through the center of the vale. But the stream had been
damred at the further end of the valley and the waters backed to nake a narrow | ake, now choked
with scum and rust-hued nud. Beyond the dam a col um of orange-brown snoke issued from an enornous

" The bard indicated the
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chimey in puffing gusts to the rhythm of the deep poundi ng earthbeat. The snoke rolled slowy,
relentlessly fromthe stack to add to the heavy canopy of filth hangi ng over the whol e vale.

It took ne some nonents to work out that | was |looking at a crude strip mne. The earthnovers and
| oaders working this mne were human: benired, befoul ed and bedraggl ed nen, wonen and children
"It is amne," | |anented.

Bran nodded woodenly. "They are digging for iron, do you think?"

"Probably. But |I want a closer |ook."

We crept fromour hiding place and continued picking our way down. The road curved away fromthe
valley, rimring an inner bend in the nountains. At one place the rock wall clinbed steeply on the
| eft-hand side of the road and fell sharply on the right. Water from above seeped down the cliff,
gathered in a shallow pool and flowed across the road to splash away bel ow. This small stream had
washed | oose silt and mud fromthe cliff above to forma bed. As we crossed this stream | caught
sight of something in the nud that stopped ne in mdstep

| halted, putting out ny hand to Bran. He froze, spear at the
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ready, |ooking quickly around for danger. Seeing nothing, he turned to ne. | pointed to the nuddy

track at ny feet. The Raven Chief |ooked long at it, then bent for a closer inspection
"Do you know what nade this?" he asked.

"I do," | told him Blood throbbed in nmy tenples, | felt dizzy and sick. "It is a. . ." | paused,
searching for words he would understand. "It is a wheel track," | said at |ast

Kneel ing, Bran pressed his fingertips into the intricate lacework in the nud. "It is no whee
track that | have ever seen."

"I't was nmade by a-" Before | could say another word, | heard an oddly familiar runble. "Hurry! W

must get off the road."

Bran heard the sound, but nmade no move. He frowned, cocking his head to one side as he listened,
unawar e of the danger. Snatching the Raven Chief by the arm | yanked himto his feet. "Hurry! W
nmust not be seen!”

We sprinted across the road and flung oursel ves down the slope. An instant later, | saw a streak
of yellow and the dull glint of dark glass as the vehicle passed directly over our heads with a
rush. It slowed as it came to the stream there came the sound of gears grinding as it

downshi fted, the engine roared-a gut-clutching, alien sound-and the vehicle cruised on

We pressed our faces flat to the dirt and held ourselves deathly still. The vehicle drove on. \Wen
it had gone, Bran raised his head, a stricken expression on his face.

"I't was a kind of wagon," | explained. "It cones fromny world. That is what nmde the tracks."

"An evil thing, certainly," he said.

"I't has no place here," | replied, rising. "Come on. W nust hurry before it returns."”

We clinbed back onto the road and hurried on. Bran kept |ooking back to see if any nore of these
strange wagons were coming at him But the road remai ned enpty, and | could see nothing noving on
it down bel ow.

The appearance of the vehicle shocked and disturbed nme nore than | could say. But | had no tinme to
consider the inplications. It was
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nmore crucial than ever nowto learn the eneny's strength and position. | ran headl ong down the

road, dodgi ng behind rocks, pausing to catch ny breath and lurching on. Bran ran behind nme and we
entered the valley, staying well out of sight behind the slag heaps and rock piles.

A tainted rain began to fall. It left black-rimred spots where it splashed onto ny skin. The

| aborers took no notice. The red dust slowy turned to red nmud, transfornming the valley into a
vast cozy quagnmre. Yet the workers toiled on

Bran and | crept under an overhangi ng boul der and settled down to watch. The first thing that
struck ne, after the shock of the desolation and the presence of Dyn Dythri, the outworld
strangers, was the relentless |abor of the mners. They worked as driven slaves, yet | could not
see anyone conpelling them There were, as far as | could see, no overseers, no tasknasters. There
was no one directing the frenzied toil. Slaves under an invisible |lash, then, the nudnmen struggl ed
and strove, sinking under their burdens, floundering in a thick stew of ordure and sludge and
soot .

The poor, ignhorant brutes, | thought, and wondered who, or what, had so enslaved them

There was a track nmade of cut |logs thrown across the nire on the far side of the valley. | watched
as men fought their way up fromthe pits and trenches to stunble along this track towards the dam
The track crossed the dam and descended out of sight behind it in the direction of the snokestack
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This seened to be the workers' destination

| considered whether the inpetus for the wetches' toil might derive fromthe object of that

| abor, rather than any external force or threat. Perhaps they were enslaved by sone deep passion
within thensel ves. Maybe they wanted to work |ike beasts of burden. Lacking any other explanation,
| decided they nust be prisoners of their own rapacity.

"I want to see what is behind the dam" | told Bran. Slowy, carefully, we began naking our way
around the slag heap. W had not crept nore than a dozen paces when we cane face to face with
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two nmudnmen digging into the mire with crude wooden shovels. They | ooked at us with dull eyes, and
| thought they would raise a cry at seeing intruders. But they nerely bent their backs and
proceeded with their work without so much as a backward gl ance as we pushed past and continued on
our way.

This was the way of it el sewhere, too. There were so nany slaves about that it was inpossible not
to be seen by sone of them but when we were seen, our presence went unremarked. On the whol e they
took no notice of us, or if they did, they appeared not to care. If they showed no fear, neither
did they show any interest. Their |abor was, apparently, all-absorbing; they gave thenselves to it
conpl etely.

"Strange," concluded Bran, shaking his head slowy. "if they were beasts | would not work them
so. "

Upon reaching the dam we skirted the track and kept to an upper path so that we coul d observe the
ground below from a distance. The chimey we had seen was part of an untidy conpl ex of structures.
Attached to the largest of these buildings was the spew ng snokestack, and fromthis cane the
ceasel ess dull rumble of heavy machinery. Into this main building trudged an endl ess successi on of
m ners lugging their burdens in one portal and enmerging with enpty bags and baskets from anot her.
My spirits, already | ow, sank even further. For, if there had been any uncertainty before, every

| ast particle of doubt crunbled away before the bel ching snmoke and runbl e of heavy machi nery.
There was no sign of Paladyr or any warriors; nor of any place large or secure enough to hold

host ages- except the factory, and | doubted we would find themthere.

"Goewyn and Tangwyn are not here," | told Bran. "Let us return to canp." | saw the question on his
face, so before he could ask, | added, "The Dyn Dythri have come in force to plunder Tir Aflan. W
will tell the others what we have seen and make our battle plan."

Bran and | turned away to begin maki ng our |long way back to where the warband waited. We had
al nost gai ned the cover of the
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smoke | ayer when | heard the hateful runble of the vehicle returning.
My nmind raced ahead. "That rock!" Wiirling, | pointed to a place in the road behind us. A large

rock marked the bend: there Bran and | could hide. Upon reaching the place, we flattened oursel ves
behi nd the rock and waited for the thing to pass.

I heard the notor race as the driver downshifted into the bend. The vehicle's tires squel ched on
the wet stone a few short paces fromwhere we hid. The sound ground away, dropping rapidly as it
receded into the valley. W waited until we could no longer hear it, and then crept back onto the
road. We retrieved the horses and stopped to catch our breath. The valley spread far behind and
below us, dull red in the sullen rain |like a wound oozi ng bl ood.

Bran got to his feet and nounted his horse. "Let us leave this, this

cw~n gwaed," the Raven Chief said bleakly. "It sickens ne."

"Owmn Graed, " | nuttered, Vale of Blood. "The nane is fitting.

So be it." Bran nade no reply, but turned his horse onto the road and

his back to the valley.

Upon reachi ng our encanpnent, we were net by two anxi ous

warriors, Own and Rhodri, who ran to greet us with the news,

"Strangers are coming!"

Rhodri added, "Cynan and Garanaw have gone down to neet

t hem "

| slid fromthe saddl e, scanning the canp. "Were is Tegi d?"

"The Penderwydd is watching fromthe road," Own said. "He

said to bring you when you returned. | will show you."

Rhodri took the horses, and Own led us a short distance away fromcanp to a | ookout where we
coul d gaze down upon the road rising to neet the pass where we had made our canp. Tegid was there,
and Scatha with him watching, as the warriors had said, a group of horsenen approaching in the
di st ance.
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The bard turned his head as we took our places beside him 'Wo

is it?" | asked. "Do you know?"

"Watch," was all he said.

In a nonent, | was able to pick out individual riders, two of
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whom were smal l er and slighter than the others. One of these wore a white hat or headpiece
Closer, the white hat proved to be hair. The man raised his face towards the place where we stood
and the sun flared as it caught the |lenses at his eyes.

"Nettles!" | shouted. My feet were already running to neet him

33~

33

Return of the Wanderer

Prof essor Nettleton urged his horse to speed when he saw ne running down the slope to neet him
Gaunt and haggard fromhis journey, his broad smle neasured his relief. | reached up and swept
himfromthe saddle in a fierce enbrace. "Nettles! Nettles!" |I cried. "Wat are you doi ng here?
How di d you know how to find us?"

The old man grinned, patting nmy armand chuckling. "King Cal bha sent three stout warriors with me,
and Guvon |led the way."

At this | glanced at the others, observing themfor the first tinme. Flanked by Cynan and Garanaw
were three warriors, |ooking none the worse for their journey, each |eading a packhorse | oaded
with provisions and, on a fourth, Tegid s young Mbi nog, Gwni on Bach

"How did you find us?" | asked, shaking ny head in amazenent. "I cannot believe you are here."
"Finding you was sinplicity itself," the professor replied. 'W had but to sail east. Once ashore,
we sinply followed your trail." He lifted a hand in the young Mabinog's direction. "Gas on has a
special gift in that regard," he explained. "W would have been | ost many tines over wthout his
gui dance. "

I turned as the others gathered around us. "Is this true, Guv on? You followed our trail ?"

339

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

"It is so, Lord Liew," the boy replied.

"Well," | told them "however you have fared, your journey is at an end. You have found us. But
you will be tired. Come, rest, and tell us what news you bring. W are all eager to hear how you
have fared and what brought you here.”

We returned together, talking eagerly to one another about the rigors of the journey. "See here!"”
| called as we canme into canp. "The wanderer has returned."

Scatha and Tegid hailed the travellers, greeting themw th astoni shed admration. Al the warriors
gathered around to acclaimtheir feat, not |east because they had seen the provision-Iaden
packhorses and coul d al nost snell the food awaiting them

"GMon tracked us," | told Tegid, clapping a hand to the boy's shoul der

The Mabi nog drew hinmself up and answered with an air of imense satisfaction. "Were you have

wal ked," he replied, "there is a trail of light. Day or night, we nerely foll owed the A-yant 01
The Radi ant Way led us to you."

"Wel|l done, lad," said Tegid proudly. "I will hear nore of this later." Looking to the others, he
said, "You have all faced great hardship and danger. The need nust be great to have brought you
here. Wiy have you cone?"

Gnion and the warriors |ooked to Nettles, who answered, "It was at ny insistence, Penderwdd. Lord
Cal bha warned ne about Tir Aflan. Wth every step | feared we would arrive too late."
He paused, turning his bespectacled eyes to ne. "It is Wston and his nmen," he said, licking his

lips. He had travelled far with this news burning in him "They have succeeded in creating a
veritable gateway fromour world to this. They have | earned how to nove machi nery through the
breach and they have devi sed systens for exploiting the |and-di anonds, or sonething equally

val uabl e. ™

"Not dianonds," | corrected. "Sone kind of precious netal, |I think." | explained quickly about the
chi mey and the machi nery, which indicated a snelting process. Then | related to Tegid and the
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ot hers what Bran and | had discovered in the valley.

Nettleton listened, a pained expression on his face. Wien | had finished, he said, "It is even
worse than | thought. | had no idea. . ." He fell silent, considering the enornmity of the crisis.
"Conme," | said, thinking to make it easier for him "Sit down. Rest yourself, and we will talk"

But he resisted, putting his hand on ny armas if to hold ne back. "There is sonmething el se, Llew
Siawmn Hy is alive."

| stared. "Wat did you say?"

"Simon is alive, Lewis," he said, using ny former name to help drive the point hone. "He and
Weston are working together. They have been fromthe begi nning."

As he spoke the words, | felt the certainty fall like a dead weight upon nme. It was Siawn Hy, not
Pal adyr, who sought revenge through Goewyn's abduction. Pal adyr m ght have had a hand in the deed,
but Siawn Hy was behind it. Siawn's poisonous treachery was at work once nore in this worlds-
real m

"Ll ew?" the professor asked, studying me carefully. 'Did you hear nme?"

"l heard you," | replied dully. "Siawn Hy alive-that explains nuch."

"Afer their initial contact," the professor continued, "Wston furnished Sinon with information in
exchange for funding arranged through Sinon's father. It was Sinon's anbition to set hinself up as
ki ng- he even boasted about it. But you thwarted himin that. |ndeed, you succeeded where he

failed," Nettles stressed. "I do not think he will forgive you that."

"No," | mused. "I do not think he will."

| stepped away from himand, raising my voice, | addressed the warriors. "Unload the provisions
and prepare a feast of welcone. Then | ook to your weapons. Today we ready ourselves and take our

ease. Tonorrow we neet the eneny." As the warriors dispersed to their various tasks, | summoned
Cynan, Bran and Scat ha, saying, "W will hold council now and |lay our battle plans."

Dar kness had long clained the canp by the tine we finished; the
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stars shone down hard flecks of light in the black skybow of night. W had spent the remai nder of
the day in deliberation, pausing only to share a nost wel cone neal of bread, salt beef and ale,
prepared fromthe provisions brought for us. That night, while the warband slept, | wal ked the
perimeter of the canp, ny thoughts returning time and again to the meaning of the professor's
revel ation.

Si non, badly wounded by Bran's spear, had fallen across the threshold to be rescued by sone of
Weston's nmen. They had rushed himto hospital, where he had spent a | engthy conval escence.

"I'mredi ately upon his release,” Nettles explai ned when we had a nonent together, "Sinon

di sappeared. And shortly after that the activity began in earnest."

"How did you find out?"

"l have been keeping an eye on the entire operation. Also, | had help." He | eaned forward. "Do you
renenber Susannah?”

At his mention of the nane, a face flickered in ny nenory: a keen-eyed firebrand of a young wonan

with brains and pluck for any challenge. Yes, | renenbered her.

"Susannah has been a godsend," Nettles informed nme soberly. "I have told her everything. | do not
know how | coul d have managed ot herw se."

He grew grave. After a nonment, he said, "It was after Sinon di sappeared again that | began
noticing the signs. | knew sonmething had to be done. The damage is fearful."

" Damage?"

"The danage to the nmanifest world. There are," he hesitated, searching for the right word, "there
are anonal i es breaki ng through. Aberrations appear alnost daily. The Knot, the Endl ess Knot, is
unravel ling, you see. And the manifest world is dininishing; the effect is..."

H s eyes were intense behind his round spectacles, inploring, entreating, willing me to

understand. "That is when you decided to cone back," | suggested.

"Yes, and when Cal bha told ne that Goewyn had been abducted
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and taken to the Foul Land, | feared | had returned too late." Professor Nettleton's voice grew
stem and insistent. "They nust be stopped, Liew They are manipulating forces t}~y do not
understand. if their violation continues, they will destroy literally everything. You cannot

i magi ne.

Wth this warning reverberating through my mnd, tolling like a bell of doom | stalked the silent
canp throug~~e night's cold. The end was near, | could feel it approaching with the speed of the
dawn. Tonorrow, | would nmeet ny enenmy and, Wth the aid of the Swift Sure Hand, | woul d defeat
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him O die.

The vall ey appeared as Bran and | had le~ it, a red gash in the belly of the |land. The snoke hung
like a sooty ceiling over all, shutting out what little Iight night have con~e fromthe pale and
powerl ess sun. | imagined, for a noment, that sunlight penetrating the fog and burni ng away al

the filth and orruption. Ch, but it would take something stronger than sunlight to reverse the
devastation that net our sight.

The scumfilled lake, lethally still beneath the shroud of snoke, lay like a tarnished mrror. The
stench of the |ake and fromthe wounded | and hurt our lungs and stung our eyes. The nen nust
accustom t hensel ves to this before going nearer

"The Dyn Dythri are there," | told them pointing with nmy speartip to the dam and chi mey. Cynan
Brar~ Scatha, Tegid and Nettles stood with me; the warband was assenb~cj behind us. "I do not know
how many strangers have conme, but it may be that they know we are here and will be ready for us."
"Good," grunted Cynan. "Then nen will flo( say we defeated a sl eeping foe."

Scat ha observed the valley, studying it in detail, green eyes narrowed to attentive slits. "You
described it ~rell. But it will be difficult to walk that slope. |I think we should ~se the path,"
she said, indicating the track on the left.hand sideOf the | ake which the nudnen used to trundle
their burdens to the conpound behind the dam
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"The slaves will not hinder us," | said. "There is no need to avoid them They will not fight."

"I do not see any of the strangers, nor their oluynog tuthdégi," Bran said, and sone of the nen

| aughed. But it was nervous |laughter; there was no real mirth init.

I turned to address them using the words | had pondered during ny long, sleepless night. "Kinsmen
and friends, we have journeyed far and endured nuch that would have daunted | esser nmen." There was
a general murnur of approval at this.

"Today," | continued, "we will face a nobst deceptive and cunning eneny. Deceptive, for his weapons
are those of cowardice and guile. Cunning, for he is shrewd in nmalice and devious in hostility. He
will appear to you a weak and unworthy foe, unlike any you have net in battle. H s weapons will
appear low and inferior, but do not be deceived. For they can kill at a distance, w thout warning.
You nust be wary at all tines-for when the foeman stands far off, then is he nost dangerous.”

The men | ooked at one another in bew | dernment, but | went on. "You nust understand,” | told them
"Heed me well. The eneny we face today will not stand against you. They will run and they wil

flee. They will fight fromhiding." This brought sneers of contenpt.

"Hear nme nowl" | continued. "You nust not be deceived. Do not expect skill, neither expect honor.

I nst ead, expect confusion and cowardi ce-for these are sturdy shields for a foe who understands
neit her val or nor courage."

The warriors acclaimed this outright, raising their voices in hoots of derision

"Their strength is not in nunbers, but in rapacity and lust for destruction. The eneny will
destroy swiftly, without thought or renorse. Pity will not restrain him nor will mercy stay his
hand. He feels no shane."

There were calls and shouts of scorn for such a worthless foe, but | raised ny silver hand for
silence. "Listen to ne! We do not fight today for honor; there is no glory to be won. W fight
only for
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;urvival. W are few, but we stand between this foe and the ruin of )ur world. If we fail, Al bion

will fall beneath the shadow of evil and Jesol ation that has overcone Tir Aflan

"We fight today for the freedom of those held captive to the foe:

For Goewyn and T~ngwen, yes, but no | ess for those who do not yet now their danger

"Therefore, let us advance with shrewdness and cunning. W nust use stealth where we woul d take
the battl eground openly, if by stealth and conceal nent, even flight, we may save ourselves to
Iight again.”

The warband did not |like this. They grunbl ed agai nst such :owardly tactics, but | held firm
"ding to pride and we will perish. cherish dignity and we will die."

"W will fight today," |I told them "but we nust survive the fight. For, if we fail, Albion wll
fall. And once Al bion has fallen, all the pride and dignity in this worlds-realmw |l not restore
it."
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There were no shouts or grunbles now. My words had found the nmark and taken hol d.

| paused before concluding. "Listen, brothers. If | have |learned anything in ny tine anmong you, it
is this: true honor lives not in the skill of weapons or the strength of arns, but in virtue.
Skill fades and strength fails; virtue alone remains. Therefore, let us put off all that is fal se.
Let us prefer instead the valor of virtue, and the glory of right."

| had spoken ny heart, but could they understand? It appeared | had nisjudged the nmoment. The
warriors did not understand; | had |ost them and perhaps the battle as well.

Yet even as doubt began to grow, | heard a small clicking sound. | turned my head towards the
sound and saw Bran, eyes |level and hard, tapping the shaft of his spear on the rimof his shield.
Click, click, click..

The Raven Flight quickly joined him Scatha and Cynan soon followed. dick! dick! dick! And, by
twos and threes, the rest of the warband joined in. dick! Cick! dick! The sound becanme a
rattle, and grew to an ominous thunder as the ashwood shafts struck the metal rinms. CRACK!I CRACK
CRACK!
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It nounted to a crashing clinax and then stopped so abruptly |I could hear the final report echoing
away across the valley. And then we turned and descended i nto Omn Gnaed, the Val e of Bl ood.
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The Trap

Si nuous as a snake, the road twi sted down into the valley. Though | had entered it before, | felt
the shock afresh-like a fist in the throat. It was still early norning, but the rmudmen were

al ready teening |ike naggots over the slag heaps and swarning the trenches. The hi gh chi mey
spewed its noxious emi ssions into the air beyond the damto the dull thunder of hidden nachinery.
Those with me gazed gl ass-eyed and dunbstruck at the enmired msery around them Unable to
conprehend the nindless ardor of the toiling wetches, the warriors sinply stared and noved on

We had divided the warband into three divisions each under the command of a battl echief; Scatha,
Cynan and | each led a band on foot. The Raven Flight al one was nounted, |eaving Bran to range the
battl eground at will wherever need was greatest. As for the rest, | judged horses would not help
us; without them we could make better use of the cover provided by the hol es and heaps of crushed
rock. Tegid, Gmon and Nettles had stayed behind to | ook after the other horses. As in the battle
agai nst Meldron, the Chief Bard neant to oversee the fight and uphold us in the bardic way.
Cynan' s war band descended to the valley floor and worked its way towards the dam al ong the shore
of the polluted lake; | led those with me on the upper road; Scatha and her warriors approached by
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way of the path on the far side of the |ake, doing their best to blend into the pocked and nottl ed
| andscape. Bran advanced behi nd us, out of sight; when | paused to | ook back | could not see the
Raven Flight anywhere.

The first shot cane without warning. | heard the whine of a bullet and the dry ricochet on the
hillside below us. A nonent |later the report echoed frombelow like the crack of a splitting tree
trunk. | notioned to the nmen to Iie down on the road. Several nore shots dug into the hillside.

Over - anxi ous, undi sciplined, our foe could not wait for us to cone into range and had opened fire
prematurely. This gave us a prime opportunity to fix the eneny's position and assess their nunbers
wi thout risk to ourselves.

Wsps of white snoke fromtheir guns betrayed the eneny's placenent along the top of the dam |
scanned the valley and the far side of the |ake to see that Scatha and Cynan had halted and were

mar ki ng the place as well. The eneny had seen us on the road, as | intended, but had not thought
to | ook el sewhere.
"Such stupidity should be rewarded,"” | nmuttered to the man nearest ne.

"Then let us be generous, lord,"” the warrior replied dryly.
The bull ets chunked harnml essly into the rock waste below us for a tine, and then the shooting

tapered off. | signalled to the men to keep | ow, and we advanced once nore, slowy, listening for
the bullet's whine and watching for the tell-tale white puff that reveal ed an enenmy gunman. | took
heart fromthe fact that, as yet, the gunmen still concentrated all their attention on us; they
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had so far failed to notice Scatha and Cynan working their way ever closer bel ow t hem
If I could keep the enemy occupied but a little longer, it would allow the others a nmore protected
appr oach.

Rai sing ny hand, | halted ny warriors. W were by now nearly within range of the guns. "Keep
down!" | told those with me. "And wait for my conmand."”

Then | stood and, lofting nmy spear and shield, | began to yell. "Cowards!" | shouted. "Leave your
hi di ng places and let us fight Iike men!"
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I knew the eneny woul d not understand ne. It was to encourage ~y own warband that | cried ny
chal l enge in Al bion's tongue. "Wiy do you crouch like vermn in your holes?" | taunted. "Cone out!
Let us do battle together!"

My sinple ruse worked. The eneny opened fire. The bullets dug into the slag-covered hillside bel ow
me, throwing up dust and splinters-but falling well short of the target. They were using snall
arms- handguns and light rifles. Larger caliber weapons would have carried further, and with far
greater accuracy.

"Where is your battlechief?" | called |oudly, ny voice echoing back fromthe blank face of the
dam "Where is your war | eader? Let himconme and neet ne face to face!"

This brought a further heated and wasteful volley fromthe dam The warriors with nme |aughed to
see it. | summoned themto rise, nowthat | knew it was safe to do so. And taking my |ead, they
too chall enged the eneny to cone out and fight like true warriors. The gunfire beat like a
staccato tattoo, and the white snoke drifted up from behind the dam

"How many did you count?" | asked the nearest warrior
"Three fives," he replied.
His tally matched ny own. | would have thought that fifteen men with guns could have defeated

three score with spears-and we were far fewer than that. But wi thout nore battle-cunning than
these fifteen had so far denonstrated, their weapons would not win the day.

Scat ha, sharp as the blade in her hand, was not slowto turn our diversion to advantage. In two
rapi d, ground-eating advances, she and her warband reached the dam crossed it and descended the
other side. Cynan followed her |ead, disappearing behind the damwhile we jeered and danced |i ke
madnen, drawi ng the eneny's fire.

Al'l through this commotion, the mud-covered sl aves toil ed away, scarcely pausing to raise their
dull heads as the bullets streaked above them Wre they so far gone that they no | onger knew or
cared what was happeni ng around t henf?

The gunfire eventually ceased. But by then the trap was set.
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"Now we must find a way to draw them out of hiding so that Scatha and Cynan can strike," | said,
t hi nki ng al oud.

"The battlelust is on them" said the warrior next to me. "They are greedy for the kill."

"Then let us see if their greed will nake themfoolish. We will formthe shield line." | gave the
order and the warriors took their places beside ne. W fornmed a |ine, shoul der-to-shoul der, and
began slowy to advance al ong the road.

"Rai se shields!" | called, and we put our shields before us, rins overlapping. W continued
wal ki ng.

The enemy gunnen held their fire. W had advanced as far as we dared, and still they did not

shoot .

"Halt!" | raised nmy silver hand. The bluff had not worked; we had not drawn the eneny into the
open. Any nearer and a well-ainmed shot might easily penetrate our oak-and-iron shields.

"Cowards!" | called dowmn to the dam W were cl ose enough now to see the shall ow hol es the nmen had

dug along the top of the dam "False nen! Hear me now W are the Gw Q' ir! Leave your hiding
hol es and we will show you what true warriors can do!"

At this, the warriors began striking their shields and taunting the hidden foe. The clash of spear
upon shield becane a rattling roar. The gunnen could not resist such obvious targets: they began
firing again. The bullets struck the stone flagging at our feet. | ordered the line to nove two
paces back.

The tenptation proved too strong-they were drawn fromcover at last-all fifteen of them shouting
as they cane.

The initial volley tore into the stones a few paces ahead of us. One warrior turned away a

gl anci ng shot off the pavenent; a slug struck the bottomof mnmy shield. | felt the wood shiver as
it ripped through. It was tinme to retreat.
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"Back!" | cried. "Three nore paces."

The Iine fell back and halted; the jeering catcalls continued. Seeing that we would cone no

cl oser, the eneny gunnen attacked.

They had no sooner abandoned their hiding holes than Scat ha and Cynan materialized out of the
drifting snoke behind them The
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gunmen were neatly trapped.

They whirled in sudden panic, shooting wildly. Two of their nunber went down-victins of their own
i nconpet ence. One of ynan's nen took a shot through his shield and fell. The gunman paid for his
| ast act as a streaking spear sank to its shaft in his belly. The nman fell to the ground withing
and screami ng.

At this single casualty the fight went quickly out of the rest and they began crying surrender and
t hrowi ng down their weapons.

"It is over!" | shouted. "Let us join our swordbrothers!"”

We hastened down the road to the top of the dam | cast a quick backward gl ance for the Ravens,
but they were still nowhere to be seen. What coul d be keepi ng thenf

"Spl endid, Pen-y-Cat! Well done, Cynan!" | called. Scanning the throng of warriors, | was

surprised to see the man who had been shot standing in the forerank once nore. Hs shield had a
chunk bitten out )f the upper left quadrant, he was pale and bl eedi ng just bel ow the shoul der, but
he was cl ear-eyed and undaunt ed.

The wounded gunman was not so fortunate. The spear had done its work. The nman |lay silent now, and

quite still.

| detailed ny warband to di spose of the eneny guns. "Gather their weapons,”" | told the warriors.
"Cast theminto the | ake."

Scat ha and Cynan had lined up the twelve remaining gunmen in a row. "Were is Weston?" | denmanded,
using their own speech

No one made bold to answer. | nodded to Cynan. He stepped swiftly forward, striking the nearest

man in the center of the chest with the butt of his spear. The nan dropped like a stone, and | ay
rolling on the ground, eyes bulging with pain, nouth agape, unable to breathe.

"I ask you again: where is the nman called Wston?"

The prisoners glanced anxi ously at one another, but rmade no reply. Cynan noved along the line. He
stopped and rai sed his spear again. The nman cringed. "Wait! Wait!" he screanmed, waving his hands.
Cynan paused, his spear still hovering.

"Wel | ?" | demanded. "Speak."
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"Weston is at the mill,"” the man sputtered, gesturing wildly in the direction of the snokestack
behind him "They are guarding the mll."

"How nmany are with hin?" | asked

"Three or four, | think," the man replied. "That's all
"I's there anyone el se?"

The man grew reticent. Cynan ained the butt of his spear once nore.

"No!" he replied quickly. "No one else. |I swear it!"

| |1 ooked towards the cluster of buildings below the dam Wston with three or four gunnen hol ed up
inthe mll. Rooting themout could prove a difficult and costly undertaking. | raised ny silver
hand, summoning four warriors to take the gunmen away. "Bind themfast," | ordered. "Guard them
well. See that they do not escape."

| summoned Scat ha and Cyrian to join me, and related what | had | earned. "Wat do you suggest?" |
asked.

Cynan spoke first. "The lives of these strangers are not worth the risk of noble warriors," he
said with arch disdain

"Even so, we have taken the men: we cannot allow their |leader to go free." | turned to Scat ha.
"What say you, Pen-y-Cat?"

Scat ha was gazing thoughtfully at the snmoking chimmey. "Snoke will cure fish. It may also cure

t hese foenen."

It was a sinple matter to scale the chimey and stuff down a few cloaks to block the flue. Before
| ong, snoke was pouring fromevery crack in the crudely constructed buil di ng.

We advanced, crossing the conpound warily. As we neared, | heard a door slamand a notor sputter
to life, and a nonent |ater a van broke from hiding behind the building and flew past us. The
startled warriors stared aghast as the yell ow vehicle, wheels churning up dust and gravel, sped
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away. Some of the closer warriors heaved stones as it passed, breaking two side wi ndows, but the
van gai ned the road, turned, and raced away, clinbing fromthe valley by another route.

"We will never catch themon foot," | observed, watching the vehicle disappear into the hills.
Turning to Cynan, | ordered, "Send
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men to bring the horses.” To Scatha, | said, "W will followthem If Nettles is right, they wll
lead us to Siawn Hy and Pal adyr."

We hurried on, following the vehicle' s trail. It soon becane apparent that it was a well-used
track. Wary of anbush, | sent scouts ahead on either side of the advanci ng warband. W hast ened

al ong the ascendi ng track, which soon turned away from Cwm Grnaed and began clinbing into the
nount ai ns once nore.

| called a halt at the crest of a hill near a small stream "W wll rest here and wait for the
horses," | told them
As we made to | eave the valley, | turned and | ooked back one last tine. "Were is Bran?"

wonder ed al oud. "Wat can have happened to hi n?"
"You need have no worry for Bran," Scatha said. "He will be where he is nost needed."

"You are right, Pen-y-Cat," | agreed. "But | would that ny War Leader rode with ne."
The words were scarcely out of ny nouth when we heard the sound of gunfire com ng fromthe other
side of the hill. Flying to the hilltop, we |ooked down to see the yellow van trapped in a narrow

defile and stranded hal fway across a shallow rock-filled stream Circling the stalled vehicle were
Bran and the Ravens on horseback, shouting and flourishing their spears. Two nen were firing
indiscrimnately fromthe broken wi ndows of the vehicle.

W hastened to their aid, calling on the Ravens to retreat. The four in the van would be easy to
deal with, and I did not want any of ny warriors hit by a stray shot. Leaving the vehicle, they
canme to where we had taken up position, just outside the rifle's Iethal range.

The gunfire continued for a few nmonents and then stopped.

"l did not see you ride fromthe valley," | told Bran. "I wondered what had becone of you."

"Pal adyr attacked the canp as soon as we left," the Raven Chief informed ne. "W rode to Tegid's
aid and drove the eneny away. We pursued, but lost themin these hills. Wen we saw t he tuthclg-
arrhodau fleeing | thought to prevent their escape.”

The van's engi ne whi ned, there cane the sheering whir of
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grinding gears and the vehicle jounced across the stream wheels spinning, and fled the vall ey.

"Follow," | told Bran, "and keep themin sight, but do not try to stop themand do not go too
near. Their trail is clear they cannot escape. | have sent nmen for the horses; we will join you as
soon as they arrive."

The Raven Flight flew off in pursuit, and as we made our way back up the hill to await the arriva
of our horses, we were greeted by the dull drumm ng of hoofbeats conming fromthe other side of the
hill. "Tegid is here with the horses,” | told Cynan, and a nonent later the first rider appeared
over the crest of the hill directly above us.

But it was not Tegid who appeared, lofting a spear as he crested the hill; and the warriors

nmount ed on horses behind himwere strangers.
We had bl undered into a trap.

354

Tr ef - gan- Hai nt

"Pal adyr!" | shouted, halting in md-step

The eneny hesitated, hovering on the crest of the hill. There cane the clear call of the

battl ehorn, loud and strong. And then they plumreted down the hillside in an aval anche of poundi ng
hooves and whirring blades. W had only an instant to rai se our weapons and they were on us.

Scat ha took nmeasure of the situation at once. "W cannot fight them here!” she cried, whirling
away. She dashed towards the stream "Follow nme!"

Cynan, spear |ofted high, bellowed at his warriors to join himas he followed Scatha's lead. | did
the sane, and we ran for high ground on the other side of the stream the battlehorn blaring |oud
in our ears and the dull thunder of hooves shaking the ground beneath our feet. Two of our
warriors were ridden down from behind, and we | ost another to an enemy spear. But our feinting
flight had not been anticipated and we succeeded in gaining the high ground before Pal adyr, over-
eager for an easy victory, could stop us.
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Though we were on foot against a |larger force of nounted warriors, we now held a superior
position: the horsenmen would have to fight uphill on steep and treacherous terrain. Scatha's
unfailing battle sense had not only saved us, but given us a slight advantage.

"They are hungry for it!" shouted Cynan, watching the horses

struggl e up the | oose scree of the nountainside. "Cone, brother, let us feed our inpetuous
guests!™”

Ducki ng under his upraised shield, he darted forward, slashing a wide swath before himwith the
bl ade of his spear, cutting the | egs fromunder the nearest horse. The beast screaned, pl unged,
and

spilled its hapless rider on the ground. Cynan struck down swiftly ~ with his spear before the
foeman could roll free of his thrashing

nount .

Cynan threw back his head and | oosed a wild war whoop of

terrible delight. Two nore eneny riders fell to his swift spear before J they could turn aside. |
di spat ched anot her using Cynan's trick, and

when | | ooked around | saw that Scatha had succeeded in unseating three of the foenen in as many
swi ft forays.

The first clash lasted but a few heartbeats. Gaining no clear benefit for his efforts, Pal adyr
soon signalled his men to break off the attack. They withdrew to the far side of the streamto
regroup.

"This Paladyr is no fool," observed Cynan. "He knows when to retreat, at |east."

Looki ng across the stream | saw Pal adyr, naked to the waist, face and chest daubed with bl ue
war pai nt, the nuscles of his back and arns gleaming with sweat. He clutched a bronze spear and
shield, and was shouting at his men, upbraiding themfor their carel essness and i nconpetence.
There was no sign of Siawmn Hy anpong them but this did not surprise ne.

"He is not a fool," | agreed, "but he is inpulsive. That may prove his undoing."

"Who is with hinP" wondered Cynan

| studied Pal adyr's warband. They were a raw | ooking crowd, arned with ancient bronze weapons |ike
those we had seen in the ruined tower. Their shields were small and heavy, their spears short,
with blunt heads. Sone wore hel nets, but nost did not. And only a few carried swords as well as
spears. They noved awkwardly-as if they were unused to riding and uncertain of thenselves. No
doubt they had expected to overwhelmus in the first rush; and now they faced a nore determn ned
adversary than antici pat ed.
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It cane to ne that this was not so nuch a trai ned warband as a gang of ill-disciplined cutthroats.

They were nercenaries, chosen perhaps from anong the | aborers slogging through the nud in the
val | ey beyond. Though they had horses, it was obvious that they were not accustoned to fighting on
horseback: their first disastrous sally proved as much

"Ll ew " shouted Scatha, hastening towards nme. "Did you see

"No," | replied. "Siawn Hy was not with them But what do you nake of the rest?"

"It seens to nme that Pal adyr has tried to stitch hinself a warband fromvery poor cloth," she
replied.

"That is just what | was thinking," | told her. "And it will soon unravel in his hands."

"A boast? From LI ew?" crowed Cynan, scranbling back up the hillside. "Brother, are you feeling
wel | ?"

"Never better," | told him

The blare of the carynx signalled a second attack and the eneny clattered across the stream once
nmore. This tinme Paladyr ranged his nen along a |ine and they advanced together, hoping to spread
our thin defence and separate us.

Scat ha had ot her ideas. She called the warbands together and fornmed theminto a narrow pointed
wedge. Unable to clinb the steep nountainside and strike at us fromthe flank, the horsenen had no
choice but to neet the point of the wedge head on

They rode at us yelling and screaming, trying their best to frighten and scatter us. But we stood
firmand hewed themfromtheir saddl es as quickly as they cane within striking di stance. Ei ght
eneny riders went down before they could even wheel their horses to retreat. And Pal adyr was
forced to break off the attack once nore.
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As the eneny turned tail and fled back across the stream | sumoned the battlechiefs to ne. "It
seens they lack the will to press the attack."

"Qanna na cii, what a poor foray," Cynan sneered, thrusting out
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his chin. "I would be shaned to lead such ill-suited warriors."

"Yes, and Pal adyr is a better war |eader than this-or once was. | do not understand it."

"Their inexperience is against them" | observed. "They dare not challenge us, so they seek to

harry us and wear us down."

"Then they will be disappointed," Scatha said, quickly scanning the hillside. "If they offer no
better assault than we have seen, we can stand agai nst themall day."

"W woul d not have to stand here at all if we had our horses,"” Cynan said.

"Then let us take theirs," Scatha suggested. "We woul d make better use of themthan they do."
Swiftly we devised a plan to liberate as nmany of the foemen's horses as possible in the next
clash. And it mght have worked. But, just as Paladyr's warband crossed the stream and started up
the hillside to engage us once nore, the Ravens arrived. One fleeting glinpse of the Raven Fli ght
swooping in full cry down the nountainside, and the cowardly eneny scattered. They spl ashed across
the streamto di sappear around the far side of the slope. Bran would have offered pursuit, but |
cal I ed hi m back.

"I would rather you stayed with us," | told him "Wat did you find ahead?"

A strange expression flitted across the Chief Raven's face. "There is a settlenent, lord," he
said. "But unlike any | have seen before.™

"I's it safe?" wondered Cynan. "It could be another trap."

"Perhaps," the Raven Chief allowed. "But | think not."

"Why do you say that?" asked Scat ha

By way of reply Bran said, "I will show you. It is not far."

Calling to Drustwn and Garanaw, | commanded, "Tegid and the horses shoul d have been here by now.
Ride to neet them and bring the horses to us at the settlenment. W will await you there.” To
Bran, | said, "Show us this place you have found."

"It is this way," Bran said, wheeling his horse, and began to | ead us up the nountainside and
along a ridgeway. The renuaining Ravens took up a position well behind, guarding the rear, [est
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pal adyr and his band return and try to take us unawares. But the enemy did not return

A short distance along the ridge, the trail turned and began descendi ng towards a steep-sided
valley. A nuddy river wound its slow way along the floor of the valley, and at the nearer end,
hard against the ridge, a crude holding had been erected. The few |l arger, nore substanti al
structures were nmade fromrough tinber the rest appeared cobbl ed together, a patchwork of bits and
pi eces. A small distance beyond the settlement, a narrow | ake gleaned dully in the foul |ight.

We descended into the valley and entered the town on the single street of hard-packed earth,
passi ng between the patchedt ogether, tunbledown shanties jamed one on top of the other and

| eaning at all angles. At a wide place before one of the larger dwellings, we halted. A row of
rickety stalls had been thrown up along the side of the street facing the building, and a nud-
caked stone well stood between them W stopped here to wait for Tegid and the horses.

We had seen no one since our arrival and, but for the garbage and dung scattered around, | would
have thought the place | ong abandoned. But as soon as it becane clear that we nmeant to stay, the
hi dden popul ati on began to creep forth. Like vermin craming fromthe cracks and crevices they
energed, hesitantly at first, but with increasing bol dness. Hobbling, scuttling, dragging battered
and deforned |inbs, they scranbled into the square. In no tinme at all we were besieged by a
tattered rabbl e of beggars.

They swarned us with outstretched hands and open nouths, mewing like sick animals for food and
cast - of f s-t hough we had none to give. Like the nudmen working the mnes, they were dull-1ooking
with dead eyes and sl ack expressions. Mre brute than hunan, they stood splay-legged and sl unp-
shoul dered, abject in their msery. Beggars are unknown in Al bion, so the warriors did riot
understand at first what the grasping nob wanted of them They shrank fromthe outstretched hands,
or pushed them away, which only increased the clanor.
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Cynan and Bran watched the press warily and with increasing unease, but said nothing. "W shoul d
nmove on," Scatha said, "or there may be trouble.”

"When they see we have nothing to give them" | replied, "they will |eave us alone."
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But | was wong. The beggars becane nore insistent and demandi ng. They grew belligerent. Sone of
the wonen swaggered up to the warriors and rubbed thensel ves against the men. The warriors reacted
with predictable revul sion and chagrin. But the whores were persistent as they were blatant. They

wheedl ed in shrill voices, and clutched at the warriors.
"Ll ew," Scatha pl eaded, "let us leave this... this Tref-gan-Haint at once."
"You are right," | relented. "W will go on to the | ake and await the horses there."

The beggars began wailing at our departure, shrieking terribly. The wonen, spurned and roundly
rejected, followed, shouting abuse and scorn. One of them little nore than a girl, saw ny silver
hand and ran to ne. She fell on her knees before ne, seized nmy hand, and began caressing it.

I gently tried to disengage ny hand from her grasp, but she clung to ne, pulling on ny arm
draggi ng ne down. She npbaned and pouted, and rubbed her |ips over ny netal hand.

"I have nothing for you," |I told her firmy. "Please, stand up. Do not shame yourself this way."
But she nade no nove to release nme. Taking her by the wist, | peeled her hand from ni ne and made
to step over her. Wen she saw | nmeant to | eave her, she leapt at me with a raking sw pe of her
fingernails. | jerked ny head away and she fell in the dirt where she lay withing and pl eadi ng. |
st epped over her and noved on. She kicked and cursed ne, her sharp voice gradually dissolving into
t he general uproar around us.

| nmoved through the crowd, |eading the warband away. Hands clutched at nmy arns and | egs. Voices
whi ned and cried. | pushed ahead, eyes |level, |ooking neither right nor left. Wat could I give
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t hen? What did they want from ne?

W entered the cranped, stinking street once nore, and continued to the end where the refuse heaps
of the shanty town snol dered and burned with a noi some snoke. There were beggars here, too, paw ng
through the garbage and filth for any overl ooked norsel s.

Scrawny, |ong-1egged dogs nosed in the filth. One nman, naked, his skin black fromthe snoke, |ay
hal f-covered in garbage; he struggled onto an el bow and hail ed us obscenely as we passed. His |egs
were a mangl ed ness of open sores. The odi ous dogs hovered around him dashing in now and then to

lick at the man's oozing wounds. Turning away fromthis ghastly sight, | was nmet by another. | saw
two dogs fighting over a carcass-little nmore than a shred of putrid flesh clinging to a rotting
skeleton. Wth a sudden sick shock, | realized the renmai ns were human. The gorge rose in ny throat

and | turned ny face away.

Tref-gan-Haint, Scatha had called it, city of pestilence, place of defilenment. D seased and dying,
it was a cankerous sight and filled the air with the stench of a rotting wound. This, | reflected,
was the fate awaiting the slaves when their useful ness was over. They ended their days as beggars
fighting over scraps of garbage. The thought grieved ne, but what could | do? Swall owi ng hard, |
wal ked on.

Beyond the settlenent a snall distance, we canme to the shall ow | ake from which the streami ssued,
and found it slightly nore tolerable. Al though the strand was sharp shards of flint, the water was
cl ean enough. No one followed us fromthe town so we had the | ake to ourselves and hunkered down
on the hard shore to wait.

| dozed, and fell into a light sleep in which | dreaned that Goewyn had found us and now stood
over me. | awoke to find Bran Sitting beside ne, and no sign yet of the horses. | rose, and Bran
and | wal ked back along the flinty shore together. A dirty yellow sun was lowering in the western
peaks, and stretched our shadows | ong on the rocky strand.
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"Where is Tegi d?" | wondered al oud, gazing towards the blighted town and the ridge beyond. "Do you
think he ran into Pal adyr?"

"It is possible. But Drustwn and Garanaw know where to find us," Bran pointed out. "If there was
any trouble, they would have sumoned us."
"Still, I do not like this," I told him "They should have reached us by now. "

"I will go and find out what has happened,” Bran offered.
"Take Enyr and Niall with you. Send one of themback with word as soon as you find out anything."
Bran hastened to his horse, nounted, sunmoned the renai ning Ravens, and the three rode away at
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once. | watched them out of sight, and then called Scatha and Cynan to ne. "I have sent Bran to
see what has beconme of Tegid and the others."

"It is growing late," Scatha said. "Perhaps we should try to find better shelter el sewhere."
"Darkness will be our only shelter tonight, | fear." Looking to the ridge, | scanned the heights,
but saw no sign of anyone returning. What coul d have happened to Tegid and Nettl es?

The sun sank in an ugly brown haze, and a turgid twilight gathered. As the sun departed, the thin
warnt h vani shed; | felt the nountain chill seeping out of the air and creeping up out of the
ground. M st rose fromthe | ake and ni ght vapors began threadi ng down the mountai nsides in snaking
rivulets.

The men had foraged for wood on the stony slopes around the |lake, and the little they found was
ki ndl ed and set alight as night fell, naking small canpfires that sputtered fitfully and gave
little light. We were hungry, having had nothing to eat since early norning; we eased the pangs
with |ake water. It tasted flat and netallic, but it was cold, and it quenched our thirst.

Dusk deepened in the valley. The sky held a faint glimrer of dying light, and the m st off the

| ake and sl opes thickened to a fog. | walked restlessly along the flinty strand, alert to any
sound of our returning horses. Apart fromthe liquid lap and lick of the water and the occasi onal
bark of a dog in the distance, | heard nothing.
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| stood for a long time, waiting, listening. A red noon floated | ow over the nountains, peering
Iike an eye down through the fog and mist, casting a dismal pall of ruddy |ight over the |ake and
sl opes.

At length, | turned and wal ked back to the canpfires glowi ng soft in the fog-haze. | passed the
first fire and heard the nen talking quietly, their voices a gentle munble in the mst. But |
heard sonmething else as well. | stopped and held ny breath...

A thumpi ng sound, |l ow and rhythnmc as a heartbeat, sounded in the darkness-thunp... thunp...
t hunp. Because of the fog and mist, the sound seened to cone from everywhere at once. Cynan heard
it as well and joined me. "What can it be?" he asked softly.

" Shhh!"

We stood notionless. The sound grew gradually | ouder, gaining definition. Thunmp-Ilunp... thunmp-
lunmp... thunp-lunp... To resolve itself into the slow, |oping gallop of a horse, coursing al ong
the flinty strand.

"W have a visitor," | told Cynan

The pace qui ckened as the horse drew near, approaching fromthe far end of the glen away from Tref-
gan-Haint. My pul se quickened with the speed of the horse and ny silver hand sent an icy tingle up
nmy arm

"I will bring a torch,"” Cynan said, darting away at once.

I wal ked a few paces further along the shore towards the sound. My netal hand burned with an icy
cold. The rider was nearer than | knew. Al at once, | saw him a rider on a horse pale as the fog
itself, charging out of the swirling mst, the horse's iron-shod hooves striking sparks fromthe
flint as they cane.

The rider was arnored head to heel in bronze; it gleaned dully in the ruddy noonlight. H s hel net
was plumed and high-crested; a strange battleniask covered his face. He carried a | ong bronze
spear a snmall round bronze shield lay on his thigh. His feet were shod in bronze war shoes, and on
his hands were gauntlets covered with bronze fish-scales. The high-cantled saddl e was ornanent ed
with round bronze bosses. The horse was arnored, too; a bronze warcap
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with long, curving horns was on its head. Bronze breastplates and greaves graced both horse and
rider.

Al t hough | had never seen the rider before, | would have recognized him The Banfaith had warned
me | ong ago, and even in the dead of a foggy night | knew him it was the Brazen Man
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The Brazen Man drove straight at me. | dodged to the side at the last instant, and he pulled back
hard on the reins. The horse reared, its legs fighting the air. The nan raised his hand and! nade
ready to deflect a blow. Instead of a sword, however, | saw he held a knotted sack. He turned his
bronze-clad face towards nme, blank and staring and though | could not see his eyes behind the
burni shed mask, | felt the force of his hatred as a heatblast on ny flesh. My silver hand burned
with frozen fire

The nysterious rider swung the sack once around his head and | oosed it. The bag struck the ground
and rolled to ny feet. Then, with a wild, triunphant cry, the rider wheeled his horse and gal |l oped
back the way he cane.

Cynan ran to ne with a burning brand he had pulled fromthe

fire. "Was it Pal adyr?"

| shook ny head slowmy. "No," I told him "I do not think it was

Pal adyr.. ."

"Who t hen?"

I looked at the knotted sack lying on the strand. Cynan stooped and picked it up. | took it from
him There was sonet hing round and bul ky but not too heavy in the bottom | |oosened the knot,
opened the sack, and peered in, but could not see the contents clearly.
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"Here," | said, lowering the bag to the ground and spreadi ng the opening wi de. Cynan held his
torch closer. | |ooked again and instantly w shed | had not.

Prof essor Nettleton's pale, bloodless face stared up at ne. His glasses were gone and his white
hair was matted with clotted blood. | closed nmy eyes and shoved the sack away. Cynan took it from
ne.

Scatha, holding a sword in one hand and a firebrand in the other, hastened to us. "Is it. . .?"

Her question faltered.

"It is the white-haired one," Cynan told her. "Llews friend."

"l amsorry, Liew, " she said after a nonent. Her voice was grave, but | could tell she was
relieved that it was not her daughter

"What do you wish me to do with it?" asked Cynan.

"Put it with Alun's ashes for now," | told him sick at heart. "I will not bury it in this place."
"Alun's... the ashes are with Tegid," Scatha remnm nded ne.

| heard her, but made no reply. My mind boiled with questions. Wiy had this been done? A
chal I enge? A warni ng? Who woul d do such a thing? How had he been taken? What did it nean? | stared
into the swirling fog willing the answers, |ike the bronze-clad rider, to appear

The Brazen Man! The words whizzed |ike arrows straight to ny heart. | heard again the Banfaith's
voi ce speaking out the dire prophecy:

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 with weapons and oppose the fal se nen
in your mdst! The sound of the battledash will be heard anong the stars of heaven and the G eat
Year will proceed to its final consumation

"Li ew?" Cynan said, touching ne gently on the arm "Wat is it, brother?"

| turned to him "Rouse the men. Hurry!"

Scat ha stood | ooking at me, her forehead creased with concern. In the fluttering firelight she

| ooked just like Goewn. "Armyourself, ~catha,"” |I told her. "Tonight we fight for our lives."
Cynan alerted the men with a shout and Enyr bl ew a | ong,
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wi thering blast on the carynx. Wthin two heartbeats the canp was a chaos of nen running and
shouting, arming thenselves to neet the foe already swarmng onto the strand. Like phantons they
appeared out of the fog-rank on rank, scores of them an eneny war host arrayed in bronze

battl egear

A spear was thrust into ny hand. | could not fnd a shield, so grabbed a brand fromthe fire and
ran to take my place in the front rank of warriors, Scatha on ny right hand, Cynan on ny left. W
stood with our backs to the |ake and | eaned into the battle.

They fell upon us in a rush, as if they would drive us into the lake with one great push. But our
warriors were battle-hardened nmen, skilled in close fighting; all had faced the Great Hound

Mei dron. After the shock of surprise had passed, they fell to with a fierce delight. To a nan
they were sick of Tir Aflan, sick of the deprivation and hardshi p, and eager to |lash out at the
enenmy who had caused them so nuch misery.

As before, the eneny, though well-arnored, were ill-matched to fight real warriors. But there were
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nmore of them now than we had faced earlier in the day, a good nmany nore.

Absorbing the initial onslaught, the warriors of Al bion leapt |ike a quick-kindled flane, striking
swift and hot, searing into the onrushing foe. The resulting clash threw the attacking eneny back
on their heels. Heartened by this early success, Enyr |oosed a shattering blast on the battlehorn
and the warriors of Al bion answered the call with rousing shout. The battlecry of A bion's
warriors echoed along the flint shore, driving into the enenmy like a fist.

Scat ha, hair stream ng, cloak flying, whirled into the enenmy line; sword in one hand, firebrand in
the other-a Morrigan of battle!- she struck, throwing off sparks and killing with every stroke.
The eneny fled before her as before a flam ng whirlw nd.

Cynan called the cream of Caledon's warriors to himand began hewi ng a swat he wi de enough to drive
a chariot through fromthe water's edge to the top of the strand

| threw nyself into the confused nmass between the two battl echiefs,

striking with nmy spear, slashing, stabbing. The spearhead bl ushed red
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in the torchlight, and | scanned the churning fl oodtide of the eneny for the brazen rider. But ny
silver hand had lost its uncanny chill, and by this | knew he was not near

Two bronze-clad foenmen sprang into ny path, brandi shing swords above their heads. Their eyes
glinted under their horned helmets, and their teeth flashed above the rins of their shields as

they shouted a jeering battlecry. Ignoring their blades, | sliced the air in front of their noses
with the bl ade of my spear, and they halted. Spinning the shaft of ny spear, | struck aside first
one sword, then the other. Then... Crack! Crack! Two sharp raps of the spear butt and both hel nets

flew of f as heads snapped backwards, and the foenmen toppled |ike statues.

Step by step, we hacked our way up the shingle away fromthe |ake, advanci ng over the bodi es of
the slain eneny. W fought well. W fought |ike chanmpions. And the battle settled into a grim and
desperate rhyt hm

We battled through the night. Sometinmes we gained the top of the shingle and nmade a stand.
Sonetinmes the eneny rallied and we were forced back. Once, we stood in water to our knees, hacking
with battle-blunted bl ades at our arnored eneny. But Scatha, noving through the chaos with the
grace and poi se of a dancer, pierced deep into the heart of the eneny line with a small force of
warriors. Rather than face her fearful wath, the foenen fell back and the advance col | apsed.

As the night drew on, the enemnmy grew di sheartened. Fatigue set in. They noved in their heavy
bronze arnmor with a curious lunbering gait Their shields and weapons wavered i n shaky arns; unable
tolift their feet, they stunbled back and forth over the flinty strand. Desperate, they |urched
at us. W struck. They fell before our skill. The bodi es of the wounded and sl ain began to stack
like felled tinber around us, yet they would not retreat.

"Whatever it is that drives them" Cynan observed, drawing a bloody hand across his sweaty face,
"they fear it nore than they fear us."

We had stopped to catch our breath, and | eaned on our spears,
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shoul ders heaving with the effort of drawing air into our lungs. "They fear their lord," |I told
hi m

"Who is that?"

"The Brazen Man."

"Brazen coward if you ask ne,
the fight began."”

"True. He has not yet taken the field."

"Yet? Yet? His war host is being slaughtered. If he thinks to wear us down, he has waited for
not hi ng. "

Cynan snarled with contenpt. "I have not had a glinpse of himsince

It was true; the weary foe was everywhere falling to the skill and experience of our vastly
superior warriors. Darkness and surprise had done their worst, and we had conquered; now we were
conquering their nunbers as well, slowy, relentlessly paring them down and down.

It cane to nme that they had no need of a war |eader, because the eneny's only plan had been to
overwhel mus. They strove to surround us, engulf and snother us; or, failing that, to drive us
into the | ake by sheer irresistible press of nunbers. W fought against a foe |lacking any subtlety
or craft, an eneny whose only hope lay in dragging us down by brute force al one.

The Brazen Man did not care how many of his nen fell to us, because he did not care about his nen
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at all. They were sinply fodder to our scything blades. He sent theminto battle in wave after
heedl ess wave, trusting to the grimattrition of battle to wear us down. When finally we were too
few to resist, he would swoop down from his hidden perch and claimthe victory.

Wat chi ng the hapl ess foenen struggling to raise their weapons, ny heart softened towards them
They were blind, ignorant and confused; they were stunbling in the dark, bleeding and dying. And,

nmost cruelly of all, they did not know, would never know, why.
These nen were not our true enem es; they were puppets only, pawns in the hands of a pitiless
master. Their deaths were nmeani ngl ess. The sl aughter had to be stopped. | |owered ny spear

strai ghtened and | ooked around.

The sky was showing grey in the east; red streaks hinted at a raw
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sunrise. W had fought the whole night to no purpose or advantage. It was insane, and it was tine
to stop. Turning once nore to the battleline, | saw the bronze warriors standing flat-footed,
their heads bowed under the weight of the helnmets, unable to lift their arns. Wth | ong bold
strides, | advanced towards them The blunt spears in their hands struggled up as they stunbl ed
backwar ds.

"Liew " shouted Cynan, running after ne.

| reached out and seized the nearest spear, and yanked it fromthe foeman's nunb fingers. | threw
the spear down on the ground and grabbed another. The third eneny made a clunmsy stab at me with a
sword. | caught the blade with ny silver hand and twisted it easily out of his hand. It was like
disarm ng children

"Enough!" | shouted. "It is over!"

Al'l along the | akeside, nmen stopped and turned to gawk at ne. | disarned two nore warriors,

snat chi ng weapons fromlinp hands. | brandished ny spear and lifted ny voice. "Men of Tir Aflan!"
| called, nmy voice carrying along the strand. "Throw down your weapons, and you will not be

har med. "

| gazed along the battleline. The fighting had shuddered to a halt and nmen were gaping stupidly at
me. Scores of exhausted foenen swayed on their feet, unable to Iift their weapons any nore.
"Listen to ne! The battle is over. You cannot win. Throw down your weapons and surrender. Stop
your fighting-there is nothing to fear."

The eneny stared stupidly at me. "I do not think they understand," said Cynan com ng up behind ne.
"Perhaps they will understand this," |I replied. Raising ny own spear, | threwit down on the rocky
strand. | notioned for Cynan to 3.rop his weapon as well. He hesitated. "Do it," | urged. "They

are wat ching. "
Cynan tossed his spear on top of mine and we stood together unarned, surrounded by bew | dered
warriors. | raised nmy silver hand and said, "Listen to nme! You have fought and suffered and nany
have di ed. But you cannot win and now the fighting nust stop. Throw down your weapons, so that the
suffering and dying
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~an end." My voice resounded over the strand. They watched, but no one answered.

"You fight for your lives," | continued. "Men of Tir Aflan! Surrender! Throw down your weapons,
and | will give you your lives. You can wal k away free nmen."

This caused a stir. They gaped in wonder, and murnured their amazenment to one another. "Is it
true?" they asked. "Can it be?"

Ext endi ng ny hand towards a nearby warrior, | beckoned him "Cone," | told him "I give you your
life."

The man gl anced around awkwardly, hesitated, then stunbled forward. He took two steps, but his

| egs would no I onger hold himand he fell forward to lie at ny feet. Reaching down, | caught him
under the armand raised him | took his sword fromhis hand and tossed it aside. "You are safe,"

I told him "No one will harm you now.,

| heard a clatter on the rocks as a shield slipped fromthe grasp of one who could not hold it any
| onger. The man sank to his knees. | strode to him raised himand said, "You are safe. Stand

t here beside your kinsnman."

The man took his place beside the first and the two stood trenbling in the di mdawn |ight, not
quite believing their good fortune.

The onl ookers may have expected ne to kill the defectors. But seeing | had not harned the first
two, a third decided to risk trusting ne. | welconed him and two nore stepped forward, |aying
their weapons at ny feet. | welconed themalso and told themto stand with the others. Another

defector stepped forward, and then three nore.
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"Cynan! Scatha!" | turned and beckoned themto help nme. "Get ready! The flood is upon us!"

Weapons and arnor clattered to the stony shingle all along the | ake; the battle-weary foenen coul d
not shed it fast enough. After their initial hesitancy, they gave thenselves up freely and with
great relief. Some were so overcone, they wept at their uni magi nabl e good fortune. Their |ong

ni ght mrare was over; they were rescued and rel eased.
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When we had disarned the | ast adversary, | turned to ny own warriors standing silent behind ne. |
| ooked at their once-fine cloaks, now journey-worn and dirty; | |ooked at their once-handsone
faces, 1 now gaunt and grim ravaged by want and war. They had given up health and happi ness,
given up wives, children, kinsnmen and friends, ~ given up all confort and pl easure.

Staunch to the end, they had supported nme through all things, and stood ready still to serve, to

give their lives if | asked. Battered and bl eeding, they stood as one, weapons at the ready,

wai ting to be sumoned once nore. Truly, they were the G Gnir, the True Men of Al bion.

Rai sing ny silver hand, | touched the back of ny hand to ny forehead in silent salute. The
warriors responded with a shout of triunph that sent echoes rippling across the |ake and up into
the surrounding hills.

I released themto their rest, whereupon they turned to the lake to drink and to bathe. | stood
for a nonment watching ny ragged warriors |ower their exhausted bodies into the water. "Look at
them" | said, pride singing through me Iike a song of exultation. "Wth such nen to support him

any man m ght be king."
Cynan, leaning on his spear, thrust out his chin, "They would not support just any man. Nor woul d
I," he said, and touched the back of his hand to his forehead.

The | ake proved a blessing. W waded into the chill, mst-covered water and bat hed our aching
Iinbs. The water revived and refreshed us, washing away the bl ood and grinme of battle. I felt the
cold thrill of the water on ny flesh and renenbered another tine when, after my first battle, |
had bathed like this and felt reborn.

The good feeling proved short-lived, however. Bran and the Ravens had still not appeared by the
time the sun had risen well above the surrounding hills.

"I do not like this at all," |I told Cynan and Scat ha plainly. "Sonething has happened to them or

t hey woul d have returned Long ago."

"I fear you are right," Scatha agreed.
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"We are finished here," Cynan said. "W can go back to Cwm Gnaed to | ook for them™

| surveyed the arnored nmen sitting splay-legged on the strand. "W will talk to sonme of these." |

i ndi cated the huddl ed nmen. "Perhaps they can tell us sonething."

"That | doubt," Cynan replied. "But | will do it if you think best."

| turned to Scatha who, having washed the soot and bl ood away, now appeared less |like the Mrrigan
and nore |ike Mddron, the Conforter. She had plaited her hair and brushed her cloak, and, fromthe

way the surrendered warriors followed her with their eyes, | thought she m ght nore easily succeed
than we in | oosening reluctant tongues.
"I will entrust this task to you, Pen-y-Cat," | told her. "I amcertain they would rather confide

in you than in Cynan Two-Torcs here."

So we wat ched as she noved anong the forner eneny warriors, stopping now and then, bending near
one or kneeling beside another, speaking earnestly, looking into their eyes as they answered. |
noti ced she put her hand on their shoulders in the way of a wife or nother, addressing themwth
her touch as nmuch as with her voice.

Inalittle while, Scatha returned. "There is a caer near here. Sone of them have been there. They
say that the Brazen Man keeps captives there."

"Are Tangwen and Goewyn there?" asked Cynan eagerly.

Scatha turned to him her expression grim "They do not know. But it is known that the Dyn Dythri
often go there, and the rhuodim come fromthere."

"Roaring things?" wondered Cynan.

The vehi cl es and nachines, | thought. "Then that is where Siawn Hy is waiting, and that is where
we will find Goewn and Tangwen. And," | quickly added, "unless | amfar wong, that is where
Tegid and the Ravens are now captive as well."

Scatha agreed. "But there is sonething else: they say the caer is
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protected by a powerful enchantnent. They are terrified of the place."
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We turned our backs to the | ake and narched east, follow ng the directions we had been given. A
gap, unseen fromthe shore, opened in the hills; we passed through to find ourselves on a broad
pl ateau. The sea | ay before us, green and restless under a nottled grey sky. And on the cracked
sunmit of a rocky headland jutting out into the wave-worried sea stood a crunbling stone fortress.
Much |i ke the high tower we had seen before, the caer stood lonely and forsaken on its bare rock
arelic of a forgotten age

"The Brazen Man has taken that for his stronghold," Scatha said. W had paused to survey the | and
beyond the pass and, aside fromthe ruined fortress and a scattering of stone huts in which the
warriors had been housed, the | and was enpty. The defectors had descri bed the place well.
Nevert hel ess, we approached the fortress slowy, watching for any sign fromthe ragged walls. |
wal ked first, with Scatha and Cynan leading the G Guair; unwilling to be left behind, the
defeated foe followed at a distance. As we passed onto the pronontory, | saw the tracks of heavy
vehicles pressed into the soft turf. Many rhuodim had passed this way. The entrance to the
speci al gate Professor Nettleton spoke of must |lie somewhere near by, but | could not see it.

The sea heaved and sighed around the roots of the headl and; the wi nd nopaned over the ruins. Geat
chunks of fallen stone were sunk deep into the thick green nbss bel ow once-soaring battlenents. W
stood gazing at the toppled walls, searching for any sign of life.

"Arianrhod sleeps in her sea-girt headland," | said, thinking aloud, as | |ooked at the broken
gate, black with age and hanging half off its hinges.

To which Scatha replied, "Only the chaste kiss will restore her to her rightful place."

Cynan cast a sidelong glance at us. "Wl ?" he denanded inpatiently. "Are we to stand here waiting
all day?"
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"No, but first we nust see if there is another entrance to this place," | said.

"It will be done." Cynan gestured to Own and three other warriors, who di sappeared around the
near corner of the stone curtain on the run

They reappeared on the far side a short while later. "There is no other entrance,"” Own said.
"Did you see anyone?" Scat ha asked.

"No one," the Gal anae warrior answered.

"Then we will go in." | raised ny spear in silent signal and the warband, ranged behind nme, noved
towards the gate.
As we passed under the shadow of the wall, a voice called out. "Stop! Cone no closer!"”

My head swivelled to the broken battlenent. The Brazen Man stood above and to the left, leering
bronze mask in place and spear in hand, gazing down upon us.

"Your war host is defeated!" | shouted. "Throw down your weapons and rel ease your captives. Do
this at once or you will certainly die."

The bronze warrior tilted back his head and | aughed, an ugly, hateful sound. | had heard it
bef ore.

The | aughter stopped abruptly. "You do not rule here!" he shouted angrily. Then, softening in
al nrost the same breath, he said, "If you want your bride, come and get her. But conme al one."

He vani shed fromthe wall before | could answer.
"I mislike this,"” Cynan grunbl ed.

"I do not see that we have any other choice," | pointed out. "I will go alone."

Scatha objected. "It is a foolish risk."

"I know," | told her. "But it is a risk we nust take for Goewyn's sake."

She nodded, put her hand beneath her cloak and withdrew a sl ender knife. She stepped close,
reached behind me and tucked it into ny belt. "I arned you once, and | do so again, son of nine

Save ny daughter.”
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"That | will do, Pen-y-Cat," | replied. She enbraced and ki ssed ne, then turned away quickly,
taki ng her place at the head of the warband.

I took two steps towards the gate.

"Wait!" Cynan canme to stand beside ne. "You will not go alone while Two-Torcs draws breath,"” he
said firmy. "My wife is captive, too, and | amgoing with you."
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He took a step towards the door. "We can dispute the matter, or we can rescue our wves."

There woul d be no dissuading him so | agreed, and we advanced together through the gate and into
the courtyard beyond.

Dry weeds poked up through the cracks of the paved yard; they shifted in the wind like long white
whi skers. Fallen stone lay all around. Arched doorways opened off the courtyard, revealing bl ack,
enpty passages beyond. At the far end of the yard, opposite the gate, stood a steep-peaked
bui | di ng; the roof was collapsed and curved rooftiles littered the yard |ike dragon scales. A
short flight of stone steps led up to a narrow wooden door. The door, tw ce the height of a nan,
st ood open.

A chill shivered up through ny silver hand. "He is near," | whispered to Cynan

We noved steadily, stealthily, up the steps, paused, then pushed the door open wide. Instantly we
were assailed by the stench of rotting neat mingled with urine and excrenent. The outside door
opened into a dark vestibule thick with filth. The severed heads of two unfortunates were nail ed
to the lintel above a |l ow inner door. The doorposts were sneared w th bl ood.

St eppi ng cautiously through the | ow door, we passed into the hail beyond. "I have been waiting," a
voi ce said. "W have all been waiting."
376 -
The Hero Feat
Torches illumined the single great room casting a thin, sullen light that did little to efface

t he deep-shadowed darkness. In the center of the roomstood the Brazen Man. The torchlight
flickering over the facets of his bronze mask nmade it seemas if his features were continually
mel ting and reform ng

Behi nd himwere two doors barred and bound with iron. As | | ooked, Goewn's face appeared at the
smal | wi ndow of one door, and Tangwen's at the other. Neither woman cried out, but both stood
gripping the bars of their prisons and watching us with the astoni shed yet fearful expressions of
captives who have | ong ago abandoned hope of release, only to learn that hope has not abandoned
t hem

My first thought was to run to Goewyn and pull that prison apart with nmy bare hands. | wanted to
take her in ny arns and carry her away fromthat stinking hellhole. | stepped towards the Brazen
Man. "Let themgo," | said.

"You did not cone alone," the man said oninously.

"My wife is captive, too," Cynan spat. "If you have harmed her, | will kill you. Let her go."
"Your wife?" the bronze-clad warrior queried. "She night have shared your bed, but Tangwen was
never wife to you, Cynan Machae."
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"Who are you?" Cynan denanded, pushing past nme into the room The sword in his hand trenbled in
his clenched fist, he gripped it so hard.

"You want them freed?" the Brazen Man shouted suddenly, taking a swift sidestep. "Free them
yoursel ves." He put out his hand and extended a bronze-mailed finger, pointing to a spot on the
floor surrounded by torches. "Do what you will."

| |1 ooked where he pointed and saw two keys in an iron ring lying on the stone-flagged fl oor

d ancing quickly at the cell doors, | saw that they had been recently fitted with new brass | ocks.
Wth a nod to Cynan, we noved forward cautiously. My silver hand began to throb with cold, sending
sharp pains up ny arm | gritted nmy teeth and stepped cl oser, spear ready. The keys had been

pl aced in the center of a knotwork design, the figure outlined on the floor in lines of fine black
ash and bits of bone-the ash of burnt sacrifice, | supposed. The braziers burned with a bitter
snoke.

"What is it?" Cynan wondered. "Do you know?"

The sign was a crude parody of the Mor Cykh, the Life Maze, but it was backwards and broken, the

I i nes haphazard, erratic. Al the el egance and beauty of the original had been willfully marred.
"It is a charmof sone sort,” | told Cynan.

"I amnot afraid of a mark on the floor," he sneered.

Before | could stop him Cynan pushed past ne and stooped to grab the keys. Upon entering the
circle, however, he was gripped by an instant paral ysis, caught and unable to nove. "Liew" he
cried, through quick-clenched teeth in a frozen jaw. "Help ne!"

I glanced at the bronze-clad man. Hi s eyes glittered hard and bl ack behind the brazen mask. "Oh,
help him yes." The brazen snake al nost hissed. "By all means, do help him" Then he | aughed.

I knew the laugh. | had heard it too many tines before not to recognize it now He |aughed again
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and renoved every last crunb of doubt, confirned every suspicion

"Enough, Sinmon!" | shouted. "Let himgo."

Lifting a bronze gauntlet to his chin, the man lifted the netal nask and took off the helnmet. The
face was pale, deathly pale, and
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thin, wasted. The flesh seened al nost transparent; blue veins snaked beneath his eyelids and the
skin of his throat. He | ooked |ike a ghost, a waith, but there was no m staking the set of his
chin, nor the hatred snoldering in his eyes.

"Siawn Hy," he corrected, and stepped closer. My silver hand throbbed; icy spikes stabbed into ny
fl esh.

"I made that for you," Siawn said, indicating the circle on the floor. "But | like it better this
way. Just you and me. Face to face."

He stood before ne and drew the bronze-mailed glove fromhis left hand, then slowy raised it to
his forehead, palmoutward. It was a bardic gesture-1 had seen Tegid do it nmany tinmes-but as he
turned his hand | saw on the palm carved into the very flesh, the inage of an eye.

Siawn | ocosed a string of words in a tongue |I did not know. | could not take ny eyes fromthe
synbol carved into the flesh of his palm The skin was thickly scarred, but the cuts were fresh
and a little bl ood oozed fromthe wound.

He spoke again, and the nmuscles in ny arnms and legs stiffened. My back and shoulders felt |ike

bl ocks of wood. Locked in this strange seizure, | could not nove. The spear fell frommy fingers
and clattered on the floor; ny linbs grewinstantly rigid. More words poured from Siawn's nmouth, a
dizzying torrent to drown all resistance, a dark chant of w cked power. My breath flowed fromny
nmout h and |l ungs. Cynan, inmmobile beside nme, made a strangl ed, whinpering noise.

Soneone screaned my name- Goewyn, | think. But | could not see her. | could not close ny eyes or

| ook away. The evil eye drew all thought and volition to itself; it seened to burn itself into ny
mnd as Siawn Hy's words swirled around nme, now buzzing like insects, now rasping |like crows. My
breath becane | abored, halting but ny vision grew keen.

The ancient evil of Tir Aflan... this was how Siawmm Hy had awakened it, and he now wielded it as a
weapon. But there existed a power far nore potent than he woul d ever know.

Goodly- Wse is the Many-G fted, | thought, who upholds all that
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call upon him Uphold nme now

In the same nonent, | felt the Penderwydd's sacred awen quicken within ne. Like the unfurling of a
sail, ny spirit slipped its constricting bonds. A word, a name formed on nmy tongue and | spoke it
out: "Dagda... Sam | danac. "

Up fromny throat it came, leaping fromnmy tongue in a shout. "Dagda Sam | danac!"

Searing bolts of icy fire streaked fromny silver hand, up ny armand into ny shoul der. \Whatever
the source of the power Siawn possessed, it could not quench the cold fire aflame in ny silver
hand:

the smooth silver surface glowed white; the intricate-patterned nazework of the Dance of Life
shone with a fiery golden |ight.

Si awn' s voice boonmed in ny ears as he noved cl oser, barking the words. | saw t he hideous eye
carved into the flesh of Siawn's palmas he reached to touch me with it, to mark me with that

hi deous symbolL

"By the power of the Swift Sure Hand, | resist you," | said, and raised ny silver hand, pressing
my palmflat against his.

He screaned, jerking his palmaway frommine. Threads of snpbke rose fromthe wound on his hand.
Air flowed back into my lungs, and with it the snell of burning flesh. Siawn Hy staggered
backwar ds noani ng, cradling his injured hand. The red wound on his pal mhad been obliterated, the
obscene stigmata cauterized; in place of the evil eye was the branded i nprint of the Mdr Cylch
the Life Maze.

Suddenly free, | leapt to Cynan's aid, knelt beside him drew a deep breath and bl ew the bl ack ash
away, breaking the power of the charm Cynan fell forward onto his arnms and sprang quickly to his
feet. "Brother, that was well done!"

| grabbed the keys. "Watch him" | commanded Cynan

"dadly!" Cynan raised his sword and advanced on the stricken Siawn, pressing the blade into the
base of his throat.

I ran to the iron-bound doors, thrust a key into the first |lock and turned. The | ock gave
grudgingly and | pulled with all ny might; the hinges conplained, but the door swung open. Goewyn
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burst from her prison and caught me in a crushing enbrace. | kissed her face and
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lips and neck, and felt her lips flitting over nmy face. She kept repeating ny nane over and over
as she kissed ne.

"You are free, ny love," | told her. "It is over. You are safe now. You are free."

I held her to ne again, and she gave a little cry and pulled away. Her hands went to her stomach,
now swel I ing noticeably beneath her stained and filthy mantle. | put nmy hand to the softly rounded
mound to feel the life wthin.

"Are you well? Did he hurt you?" | had refused the thought of her suffering for so |long that
bel at ed concern now overwhel med me.

Goewyn snil ed; her face was pale and drawn, but her eyes were clear and glowing with | ove and
happi ness. "No," she said, cupping her hand to my face. "He told ne things-terrible things."
wel | ed up suddenly in her eyes and splashed down her cheeks. "But he did not hurt me. | think
Tangwen is safe, too."

Cynan, holding Siawn Hy at the point of his sword, turned at the nention of his wife's nane. The
swor dpoi nt wavered as his eyes shifted to the door of her cell. Wapped in Goewyn's enbrace,

gl anci ng over her shoulder, | saw the door swi ng open. Cynan's first response was elation. And
then the full significance of the unlocked cell hit him

The joy on his face turned sickly and died. His eyes grew wide with horror.

"Treachery!" he cried.

The door to Tangwen's cell banged open and arned nen charged out of its dark depths and into the
room Cynan was already noving towards them sword raised. Siawn reacted with blinding speed: his
foot snaked out and Cynan pitched forward. He hit the stone floor with a crack; his blade flew
fromhis grasp and skittered across the floor

A heartbeat later, four men were on his back and four nmore, with Pal adyr chief anmong them caine
for me. | thrust Goewyn behind ne, shielding her with my body and drawi ng the knife Scat ha had
given me. But | was too late. They were on ne. Pal adyr's bl ade pricked the skin of ny throat.
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Two nore foenmen caught Goewyn and held her by the arms. Just then, Tangwen, snug with victory,
emerged fromher cell. "One should al ways be careful who one marries," Siawn said, as Tangwen cane
to stand beside him

"What | did, | did for ny father and for ny brothers," Tangwen exulted. "They rode with Ml dron
and you cut them down. The bl ood debt will be satisfied."

Siawn, still cradling his branded hand, stal ked forward, |aughing. He came to stand before ne, his
face the terrible, twisted |l eer of a denobn. He spat a conmand to one of his minions and the nan

di sappeared into the shadows sonmewhere behind ne. "So, you begin to see at l|ast."

"Let the others go, Siawn," | said. "It is ne you want. Take nme and let the others go."

"1 have you, friend," he jeered. "I have you all."

Just then there arose a commption fromthe far corner of the room A door opened behind nme-I could
not see it, but | heard the hinges grind-and in shuffled Tegid, Gwi on, Bran, and the Ravens,
handbound all of them w th chains on their feet and a guard for each one. Tegid' s face was

brui sed and his clothing torn in several places; Bran and Drustwn could not stand upright, and
Garanaw s arm dangl ed usel essly at his side. My proud Raven Flight appeared to have been battered
i nto bl oody subm ssion. Behind them canme Weston and four other strangers, |ooking frightened and
very conf used.

Upon seeing nme, Bran cried out and struggled forward; the other Ravens shouted and turned on their
captors, but all were clubbed with the butts of spears and dragged back into |ine.

Tears

"You see?" Siawn Hy gloated. "You never fully appreciated nme, did you? Well, you have
underestimated ne for the last tine, friend." The word was a curse in his nouth.
"Listen to ne very carefully,” | said, speaking loudly and fighting to keep ny voice calm "M

warband is waiting at the gate. They are invincible. If anything happens to any of us, you wll
die. That is a fact."
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If Siawn Hy cared, he did not showit; my words noved several of his warriors, however. Pal adyr's
sword rel axed.

"It is true, lord," he said. "W cannot hope to defeat them™

Si awn waved aside the remark. "But | amnot interested in defeating them" he replied casually. "I
amonly interested in defeating Silver Hand."
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"Then let the others go," | said again. "Once they are free, | will comand the warband to all ow
you safe passage. Wthout nmy word, none of you |eave this place alive."

"Listen to him lord," Paladyr said; an note of uncertainty had come into his voice.

"What is he saying?" demanded Weston, his voice an al nost incoherent babble in ny ears. He started

forward. "I demand to know what is going on! You said there wouldn't be any trouble. You said it
was all under control."
"CGet back!" Siawn snarled in the stranger's tongue. "I gave you what you wanted. Now it is ny

turn. That was the agreenent.”
"Sone of ny nmen have been killed," Wston whined. "What am | supposed to do ab-"

"Shut up!" Siawn growl ed, cutting himoff with a chop of his hand. He turned to ne once nore. "If
| let the others walk free, you will give us all safe conduct to |leave-is that right?"

"I give you ny word," | vowed. "But they go free first."

"No, Llew," Goewyn pleaded softly. "I will not |eave you."

Si awn chuckled. "Onh, | amenjoying this."

"The warband is waiting," | told him "They will not wait for ever."

"Do you think | care about any of that?" he nocked. "I will not be ordered about by ny own
prisoner." He brought his face close to mine, breathing hard. The veins stood out on his neck and
forehead. "Your word is nothing to me! You are nothing to ne. | have had nothing but grief from

you ever since you came here. But that is about to end, old friend."

He backed away fromnme. "Do it!" he yelled.

"What do you want us to do, lord?" Pal adyr asked.
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"Kill him™" Siawn cried. Pal adyr hesitated.

"Do it!" Siawn shouted again.

Pal adyr' s head whi pped around; he glared at Siawn. "No." He |lowered the blade and stepped asi de.
"Let the others go free, or they will kill us."

"Pal adyr!" The voice was Tegid's; the bard had waited for precisely this nonent to speak. "Hear ne
now You cl ai ned naud and Liew gave it," he said, reni nding Paladyr that he owed his life to ne.
"He did not lie to you then, he is not lying now Release us all and you will not be harned."
"Silence him" screaned Siawn Hy. | heard a crack and Tegid slunped to the floor

"I gave you your life, Paladyr," | said.

"He is lying!" insisted Siawn. "Kill him™"

Pal adyr shook his head slowy. "No. He is telling the truth.”

"Siawn Hy!" | said. "Take ne, and let the others go." To show | nmeant what | said, | turned the
knife in my hand, took the blade and of fered himthe handl e.

"Ch, very well," snarled Siawn Hy. He snatched the knife and hal f-turned away. Then, with a quick
cat-li ke nmovenent, he lunged into ne. The bl ade canme up sharp and caught ne in the center of the
chest just belowthe ribs. | did not even feel it go in.

Goewyn screanmed and fought free. She ran two steps towards ne, but Pal adyr turned and caught her
by the arm and held her fast.
| 1 ooked down to see the sharp blade biting into ny flesh. Wth a cry of delight, Siawn thrust the

knife deeper. | felt a burning sensation under my ribs and then ny lung collapsed. Air and bl ood
sputtered fromthe wound. Siawn forced the bl ade deeper still and then released it. The three nen
hol di ng nme stepped away.

My | egs grew suddenly weak and spongy. | lifted ny foot to take a step and the floor crashed up
agai nst nmy knees. My hands found the knife hilt, grasped it and pulled. It felt as if a beacon-
fire had been lit in my chest and was now burning outwards. | flung the knife from ne.
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Bl ood, hot and dark, welled fromthe wound, spilling over ny hands. A dark mi st gathered at the
peri phery of ny vision, but I was conscious of everything around ne: Siawn staring at me with

wi cked glee; Cynan fighting with all his mght, still pinned to the ground by Siawn's nen; Pal adyr

grimand silent, clutching Goewn's arm

My throat tickled and | opened nmy nmouth to cough, but could not. My breath rasped in ny throat. My
mouth was dry-as if the fire in ny chest was devouring nme fromw thin. | gasped, but could get no
air. A strange, sucking sound cane from ny throat.

| put out ny hand to support nyself, but nmy el bow buckled and | rolled onto ny side. Goewyn jerked
her arm from Pal adyr's grasp and ran to nme. She gathered ne in her arns. "Llew Ch, Liew" she
wept, her warmtears falling onto ny face. "Llew, ny soul. . ."

| gazed up at her face. It was all | could see now. Though she wept, she was beautiful. A flood of
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menory washed over nme. It seened as if all | had endured in her pursuit was nothing-1less than
not hi ng- besi de her. | | oved her so nuch, | ached to tell it, but could not. The burning stopped,
and | felt instead a chill nunbness in nmy chest. | tried to sit up, but ny | egs would not nove.
Instead, | raised ny hand to Goewn's face and stroked her cheek with trenbling fingertips.
"Goewyn, best beloved," | said; ny voice cane out as a dry

whi sper. "1 love you... farewell

Goewyn, tears streanming fromher eyes, |owered her face to mne

Her lips, warmand alive, inparting a final sweet caress, was the |ast sensation | knew

Dar kness descended over ne. Though nmy eyes continued to stare, | could see nothing for the black
m st that billowed over and around ne, swallowi ng ne down and down. It seened that | was floating
and falling at the sane tine. | heard Goewyn weepi ng, saying ny nane, and then | heard a roaring
crash like that of the sea rolling in upon a far-off shore.

The sound grew until | could hear nothing else. It grew so great

that | thought my head would burst with the pressure of the noise. For one terrible instant |
feared the sound woul d consunme ne,
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obliterate ne. | resisted, though how | resisted, | do not know. | could 4 not nove, could not
speak or see.

But when | thought | could not bear it any nore, the sound stopped abruptly and the dark mi st

cleared. | could see and hear again, nore clearly than | ever had before. | could see, but now saw
everything fromslightly above and outside ny nornmal view. | saw Goewyn bent over ne, cradling ny
still body in her lap, her shoul ders heaving as she wept. | saw Siawn and Tangwen | ooki ng on

their faces flushed with a hideous gloating pride. | saw Pal adyr standing a little apart, subdued,
his arms hanging linp at his sides. | saw the Ravens and Tegid, stunned and staggered at the
atrocity they were powerless to prevent.

I saw Cynan lying on the floor, enem es kneeling on his back as he raged against nmy death. | felt

sorry for him H's wife had betrayed us all to Siawn, had deceived us fromthe beginning; he would
bear the burden of that shane for the rest of his life, a fate he did not deserve. Through al
things he was ny good friend; | would have liked to bid himfarewel|l. Peace, brother, | said, but
he did not hear ne.

Si awn turned and ordered his nen to bind Cynan. Then he turned to Pal adyr. "Pick up the body and
carry it outside," he comranded.

Pal adyr stepped forward, but Goewyn clutched nme tighter and screanmed, "No! No! Do not touch hinl"
"I amsony," he nunbl ed as he bent over her

"Take her!" shouted Siawn. Two of his ninions scurried forward, grabbed Goewyn and tore her from
me. Shouting, crying, she fought them but they held her tight and pulled her away.

Pal adyr knelt and gathered ny corpse into his arns. Straining, he lifted ny linp body and held it.
"Follow me!" Siawn Hy barked. He turned on his heel and started fromthe room taking a torch from
a nearby sconce as he passed.

At the vestibule, Siawn paused and | et Pal adyr pass. "They are waiting for their king," he
smrked. "They shall have him™"

Pal adyr carried ne out of the hail, across the enpty courtyard, and out of the gate to the warband
gat hered beyond. Behi nd him
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came Si awn and Tangwen, followed by Cynan and Goewyn, both with a guard on either arm though the
fight had gone out of Cynan, and the guards had to support Goewyn to keep her upright. Tegid and
t he Ravens marched boldly forth, quickly recovering sonething of their dignity and nettle. Lastly
came Weston and his hirelings, edging their way with fearful and uncertain steps.

The emer gi ng procession provoked a quick outcry anong the waiting warriors, but the sight of mny
lifel ess body shocked themto silence. Scatha made to run to her daughter, but Siawn shout ed,
"Stop! No one nove!"

Then Siawn ordered Pal adyr to lay ny body on the ground.

Brandi shing his torch, he stood over ne. "Here is your king!" he crowed, his voice raking at the
shatt ered war band.

"Siawn Hy!" Scatha shouted. "You will die for this! You and all

your men."

But Siawn only |laughed. "Do you want hin? I give himto you.

Cone! Take him away!"

Scatha and two warriors stepped forward slowy. Siawn allowed themto approach and, as they
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neared, he pulled a flask from behind his bronze breastplate and quickly doused me with the
contents. And then, as they stooped, their hands reaching for ne, Siawn |lowered the torch and
touched it to the liquid glimrering on nmy skin

A ball of bright yellow flame erupted with a whoosh. The heat

was instant and intense. The fire spread swiftly wherever the liquid had penetrated. My cl ot hing
burned first and then ny flesh

Goewyn screanmed, and fought free of her captors. She would

have thrown herself upon the flanes, but they caught her again and haul ed her back

Si awn | ooked on my burning corpse with an expression of inmense satisfaction. He had been pl anning
his revenge for a long tinme, and he savored the nonment to the full. Cynan, nute, immbile, did not
| ook at the flanmes, but at his treacherous bride standi ng haughtily beside Si awn.

The layers of cloth burned away from ny body. The skin of ny

face and neck began to shrivel and snoke as the flanmes |icked over
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them The fire crackled and fizzed as the fat fromny flesh ignited. My hair burned away, and ny
siarc and breecs. My belt, because it was wound around nmy wai st in several |layers, was slower to
burn. But as the first two layers of ny belt were consuned, there appeared three round | unps.

Si awn, gl ancing down, saw the lunps and stared nore closely. A strange light came into his eyes as
he recogni zed the stones Tegid had given ne to carry into Tir Aflan. Singing Stones, three of
them glowing white as nminiature nmoons in the fire. Three Singing Stones within easy reach
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Bright Fire

Siawn Hy could not resist them Despite the flames, he edged close and, quick as a striking snake,
snhatched up one of the song-bearing stones. He raised it with a wild shout of triunmph. "Wth this
stone, | conquer!"

The stone was hot and as he held it high, his cry still ringing in the air, the mlk-white rock
turned translucent as ice and nelted in his hand. Siawn stared as the liquid rock ran through his
fingers and down his upraised armlike water.

He bent to retrieve another stone, braving the flames once nore. Hs fingers flicked out and

cl osed on another of the precious stones; but as he nmade to withdraw it, the liquid rock ignited.
Fl ames engul fed his hand and raced up his armalong the nolten trail of the previous stone.

Si awn jerked back, still clenching the second stone. He held the flam ng hand before his face.
Wth a blast of pure white light the stone in his fist burst into a thousand pieces, scattering
flam ng fragnents far and wide in a rain of shimering white fire.

Each fragment nelted and began to burn with a wonderful incandescence.

The third stone, still resting on ny stonmach, nmelted and the liquid stone began flowi ng |ike
silver honey, like shining water. it

38

389

STEPHEN LAVWHEAD

covered my burning corpse, and quickly seeped out onto the ground around ne. Like a fountain it

fl owed, increasing outwards of itself~ pouring up frommy body, spreading and spreading in bright-
shi mering waves. And where the nelted stone touched one of the flam ng fragnents, it burned with
flames of shining white.

Men drew back fromthe fire, and nmany ran. But there was no escape. The flanmes were swift as they
were bright. They raced before the wind of their burning, gathering greater speed as the fire

ki ndl ed other fires and nounted, |eaping towards the sky. The grass burned and the earth and
rocks. The air itself seened to ignite |like touchpaper. Nothing was spared, nothing escaped the

al | -devouring white fire.

Everyone, friend and eneny alike, fell before the all-engulfing flames. Siawn, standing nearest,
was the first to succunb; he crunpled into a withing heap. Tangwen rushed to him and was caught
as the flames raced towards her, igniting her cloak and mantle; her hair becane a fiery curtain
Seeing this, the guards dropped their weapons and ran, but the fire was swifter than their feet.
Cynan and Goewyn fell to the flanes. Cynan alight fromheel to head, staggered towards Goewyn to
protect her, but she slunped to the ground before he could reach her, and after a few steps he
expired.

Bran and the Ravens were caught, along with Tegid and Gwai on. Their feet chained, they could not
run, so turned to face the flames unafraid. Not so the enemy warriors guarding them They stunbl ed
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over one another in their haste to flee. But the fire streaked like Iightning along the ground and
ignited them At first they wailed in fear and agony, but their voices were quickly drowned in the
roar of the onrushing bl aze.

On and on it sped, inundating all of Tir Aflan in a rolling flood of bright silver-white fire,

that consuned all it touched with a keen and brilliant flane. The grass and rocks bl azed. And as
the conflagration spiralled higher and higher, |eaping skyward in dazzling plumes, igniting the
very air, there cane a sound like a crystal chinme. It was the voice of the inferno, belting clear
and clean. And it rang with a song, the matchl ess Song of Al bion:
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SONG OF ALBI ON

Gory of sun.1l Star-blaze in jewel ed heavens!

light of light, a Hi gh and Holy | and,

Shi ning bright and bl essed of the Many-G fted

A gift for ever to the Race of Al bion

Lifted high on the wings of the wind, the cleansing fire streaked through the sky, kindling the
cl ouds and gl oom | aden vapors, scouring the heavens. Grey and bl ack turned to gl owi ng blue and
then to white. The airy firmament glowed with a light nore brilliant 1h~n starlight, brighter and
nmore radiant than the sun. The Song rang through the heights and raced on

Rich with many waters! Blue-welled the deep

Whi t e-waved the strand, hallowed the firmanent,
M ghty in the power of the One,

Gentle in the peace of great blessing;

A wealth of wonders for the Kinsnen of Al bion!

Reachi ng the shore, the fire sped out across the sea. From wave-top to wave-top, leaping in liquid
tongues, spreading over the sea-well. The sea began to boil, and then flashed fromturgid green to
jade and then the color of white gold in the crucible. The waters becane nolten flame and the
great, glowing sea resounded like a bell to the Song, blending its deep-voiced toll to the high
tone of the heavens. And the Song raced on

Dazzling the matchl ess purity of green!

Fine as the enerald' s excellent fire,

G owing in deep -defted gl ens,

d eaming on snooth-tilled fields;

A CGenstone of great value for the Sons of Al bion

Down the broad headl and the bright fire flew, a towering wall of blistering, shinmering flane,
raki ng the wasted valleys of Tir Aflan, flashing across the wasted expanse of noorland. The filth-
crusted settlement exploded at the first touch of flanme; the nmudnen in the mnes saw the fl anes
streaking towards them and threw thenselves into their pits. But the cunning flame-fingers
searched out the dark,
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smal | places and set them abl aze, streaking across the nud, scorching the earth, turning every
boul der in Owm Gnaed into a pillar of fire. And the Song raced on

Aboundi ng i n 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-

Prodai m af ar the hi gh-vaunted spl endor of Al bion!

The nount ai nt ops round about sprouted crowns of silver.white flame, blazing Iike titanic beacons.
Each nountain becane a fiery vol cano; rock and snow, npss and ice fed the ravenous fire. Heatwaves
flowed out in every direction. The nmountai ns' stone skin turned glassy and their stony hearts

gl owed white. Sheets of flane danced anong the stars. And the Song raced on

Swift horses in w de neadows!
G aceful herds on the gol d-fl owered wat er-neo4s,
Strong hooves drunm ng,
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a thunder of praise to the Goodly- 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 apples,

Sweet ness of shini ng honeyconb,

A mracle of plenty for the tribes of Al bion

Silver the net-tribute, teening the treasure
of happy waters; Dappled brown the hill sides,
seek herds serving

the Lord of the Feast;

A marvel of abundance for the tables of Al bion

Following the rivers and streans, setting the nyriad waterways alight, stretching across the Foul
Lands with fingers of fire, the bright flames flew, striking deep into the heartland of hr Aflan
kindling the fields and nmeadows. Marshlands steamed and then snol dered, then becane | akes of fire.
Reeds and grasses, gorse
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thi ckets and gnarled trunks, whole forests burst into flowering flanme. By blade and twi g the
hungry fire devoured the wasted heartland. And the Song raced on

W se nen, Bards of Truth, boldly dedaring from
Hearts aflane with the Living Wrd;

Keen of know edge,

aear of vision,

A glory of verity for the True Men of Aibion

Bri ght-kindl ed from heavenly fl anmes, framed
of Love's all -consuming fire,

I gnited of purest passion

Burning in the Creator King's heart,

A splendor of bliss to illumninate Albion

Silver-white colums of fire danced and | eapt-high, high, burning with the intensity of ten-
t housand suns, scourging both the |and bel ow and the heavenly places above, filling the black void
of night with blazing light. And the Song raced on

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,

Li fe beyond death granted the Children of Al bion

Ki ngshi p wought of infinite Virtue,

Qui ck-forged by the Swift Sure Hand,;

Bol d i n Ri ght eousness,

Val i ant injustice,

A sword of honor to defend the d ans of Al bion

Fornmed of the Mhe Sacred &mrents,

Franmed by the Lord of Love and Light;

G ace of Grace, Truth of Truth,

Sunmoned in the Day of Strife,

An Aird Righ to reign for ever in Al bion.'

No one could stand before the ferocity of the fire. The frail human franme vaporized in the heat,
fl esh and bone dissolved, spilling their
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nol ecul es into the fiery atnosphere. The Al -Enconpassing Song raced on and on in ever-w deni ng
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rings of purifying fire.

And everything touched by the holy fire was scoured, consuned, nelted, reduced to the very core

el enents, and then further reduced to atons. The rel eased atons ruptured, fused, and reconbined in
new el enents of being. Deep in the white-hot heart of the fire, | saw the Swift Sure Hand noving,
gathering unforned matter and nolding it into pure new fornmns.

| alone saw this, and | sawit with the eye of the True Aird Righ, the sacred, eternally self-

sacrificing king. | sawit with the unblinking eye of the Everliving One, whose touch quickens the
i nsensate soul, who swallows death in life. Qut of the nolten heat, | saw the foul land of Tir

Afl an recast, reshaped, and in fire reborn

Not hi ng escaped the refining fire of his irresistible will: all inperfection, all ugliness, al

weakness and deformty, all frailty, infirmty, disease, deficiency and defect, every fault and
failing, every blight and every bl em sh, every flaw effaced, purged, and purified. And when the
| ast scar had been renoved, the cleansing flanmes dininished and faded away. Al this might have
taken eons; it mght have happened in the blink of an eye; | cannot say. But when the fire at | ast
subsided, Tir Allan had been consuned and its elenments transnmuted in a finer, nore noble
conception: recreated with a grandeur as far surpassing its forner degradation as if an old
garment had been stripped away and not nerely restored, but replaced with rainent of unrivalled
splendor. It was not a change, but a transformation; not a conversion, but a transfiguration

The nmudmen, whores, slaves and prisoners-all the Foul Land's wetched-were gone, and in their

pl aces stood nen and wonen of stature and grace. The enpty fields and forests were enpty no

| onger; animals of every kind-cleer and sheep, wild pigs, bears, foxes, otters, badgers, rabbits,
squirrels, and nmce, as well as kine, oxen, and horses-filled the nmeadows and gl ens and browsed
the forest trails and ran anong the hills and waterneads; trout and sal non, pi ke and perch
sported in the | akes and streans; the shining blue skies were full of birds and the treetops
delighted in
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bi rdsong; the forlorn nountainsides, noors, and bl asted heat hiands wore a fresh glory all their
own in the formof wldflowers of every shade and hue; the rivers ran clean and uncorrupted, the
wat er crystalline and pure.

Tir Allan was no nore, Tir Gwn stood in its place.

Tegid Tathal was the first to revive. He opened his eyes, stood up, and | ooked around. Scatha |ay
near by, dressed now in a mantle of holly green with a belt of cornflower blue and a crinson cl oak
edged in green and gold. Gnon lay at Tegid' s feet, and Bran beside him and around Bran the Raven
Flight as Tegid renenbered them but now t he Ravens' cloaks were midni ght blue and each wore a torc
of thick-braided silver. Cynan lay a little distance away, his hand stretching towards Goewyn.

And all of them Tegid hinself included, reclothed in the finest apparel-of such material and
craft, such color and quality as had never been known. Tegid, Scatha, the Ravens, every nenber of
the Gw Ganir and their prisoners-all arrayed in clothes of the nost splendid color and

craft smanshi p.

The warriors' weapons had changed, too. The |umi nous luster of gold and bright-gleaning silver
shone in the light of a dawn as clear and fresh as the first day of creation. The spears, both
shaft and head, were gold, and gol den too every swordblade and hilt. Shield rinms, bosses and rings
shone with silvery brightness.

Tegid turned his wondering eyes fromthe warriors and their weapons. He gazed skyward and saw t he
radi ant heaven, alive with a living light. He saw the Foul Land nade fair beyond words, and he
began to understand what had happened.

Shaking, trenbling in every part, he knelt beside Bran Bresal and touched himgently. The Raven
Chi ef awoke and Tegi d hel ped himto stand. He woke Scatha next, and then Cynan; Bran awakened the
Ravens who, with Cynan and Tegi d, began to wake the G Gwir.

Scat ha, her heart beating fast, ran to her daughter and knelt

down beside her. Goewyn's hair was brushed bright and plaited with tiny white and yellow fl owers.
She wore a gown of hyacinth
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blue with a mantle of pearly white over it, and a henna.col ored cl oak sewn with plum purple
figures. Cupping a hand to Goewyn's cheek, Scatha gently turned her daughter's head. Goewyn drew a
deep breath and awoke.

"LI ew?" she asked. Then nenory rushed in upon her. "Liew" She junped to her feet and ran to ne.
My body | ay where Pal adyr
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had left it. Arrayed like a king in siarc, belt and breecs of deep-hued scarlet, with scarlet
buskins on nmy feet, | lay wapped in a scarlet cloak; woven into the cloak in silver thread was
the Mor Cyich, the Life Dance.

Goewn lifted a cool hand to ny forehead, then touched nmy face. Tears welled in her eyes as she

felt my cold, lifeless flesh. Scatha cane to stand beside her, and Cynan; Bran and the Raven
Flight gathered around. As Tegid joined them Goewyn raised tearful eyes.
"Ch, Tegid, | thought.. ." She began to weep

"He is dead, Goewyn," Tegid said softly, kneeling beside her. The bard placed his hand upon ny
still chest. "He will not cone back."

"Look," said Bran, "his silver hand is gone."

They raised ny right armand saw that ny silver hand was i ndeed gone, the nmetal replaced by a hand
of flesh. Goewyn took the hand and clasped it to her. She pressed the unfeeling flesh to her warm
lips and kissed it, then laid it over ny heart.

"Where is Siawn Hy?" asked Cynan suddenly. "Were are Tangwen and Pal adyr ?"

Until that nmonment, no one had thought to look for them nor, now that they did make a search
could they find them The wi cked ones had vani shed, but not conpletely.

"Here!" shouted Cynan, closely scanning the place where Siawn was |ast seen. "I have found

sonet hing. "

The others joined himas he exam ned a curious spot on the ground. "Wat is it?" he asked,
pointing at a small pile of powdery residue.

Tegid bent down and exanmined it. "All that remains of Siawn Hy," the bard announced at | ength.

It was the sane with Pal adyr and Weston, and all those who had
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willingly followed Siawn. The refining fire had burned away the dross and, when it had fini shed
its purifying work, there was nothing left. Nothing, that is, save a handful of ashes soft and
white as snow | akes.

Cynan wanted to gather the ash and throw it in the sea, but Tegid counselled otherw se. "Leave
it," he advised. "Let the wind take it.

There shall be no resting-place for these."

"What has happened?" asked Bran, trying to conprehend the changes that had been wought in them
and in the world around them He spoke for nmany-especially the defectors who, in surrendering to
me, had escaped the fate of their lord. Renade nen, they sinply stared in nute wonder at their
transformed bodies and the world re-created around them unable to conprehend it or their own good
fortune.

Tegid lifted the rod of gold that now replaced his rowan staff. Raising his other hand over his
head, he addressed the bew | dered gathering: "The sound of the battleclash will be heard anong the
stars of heaven and the Great Year will proceed to its final consummation

"Hear, 0 Sons of Al bion: 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 perfornmed
and Silver Hand nust reign."

Lowering the rod, he stretched it over ny body. "So it was spoken, so it is acconplished," Tegid
said. "The Great Year is ended, the old world has passed away and a new creation is established."
Indicating nmy crimson-clothed body, he said, "The Aird Righ of Albion is dead. The Hero Feat for
whi ch he was chosen has been perforned. Behold! He has reclained Tir Aflan and brought it under
his sovereign rule. Thus, all lands are united under one king: fromthis day, Albion is One. This
is the Reign of Silver Hand. The prophecy is fulfilled."

Back through the nmountains, now renade: glistening, silvercrowned giants bearing the wi de, enpty
skybow on their handsone
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shoul ders. Pure white clouds graced the slopes like regal robes and rainments; sparkling streans
sent rippled | aughter ringing through the valleys, and m st-shrouded falls filled the heights with
rai nbows. The road was no longer; instead, a grassy path curved up through the high places and
joined themwith 