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Prologue: The
Storyteller

Blood and fire, gold and steel and poetry, a
river’s voice in the silence of the night, and the shining strings
of a harp—all these and more I have known in my time. Steep
mountains, dark forests, and the endless song of the rain; music
and laughter and feasting in the fire-bright halls of kings; a
dusty road, and a fast horse, and a good friend beside me; and the
sweet taste of the mead of Dun Eidyn, with its bitter aftermath: a
dragon’s hoard of memories I have gathered, bright-colored as a
long summer’s day. Now they are all gone, the men and women I knew
when I was young, gone like words on the wind, and I alone am left
here in the twilight to tell you their tale. Sit, then, and listen
if you will to the words of Gwernin Kyuarwyd, called
Storyteller…

Another Samhain night, another audience. I
have never been one to promise what I cannot perform. It was with
the words above that I started this tale of my adventures on
Samhain night a year ago, and those of you who were with me then
got full measure, as I think, and a little over, in my first
telling—tales of how in my youth I left my home to be a traveling
storyteller, and how I met the great bard Taliesin himself, who had
sung for King Arthur, and was sent by him to his own old master
Talhaearn to learn the essentials of the bard’s craft. So it was
that I came to winter among strangers that year at the Prince
Cyndrwyn’s court of Llys-tyn-wynnan in the hills of western Powys,
instead of going home to my own people in Pengwern as I had
planned. But by the time the wild geese flighting up from the south
brought the spring north with them again, many of Cyndrwyn’s folk
were no longer strangers to me, nor I to them. Indeed, I was
feeling very much at home there, and beginning to put down
roots—not something that a bard should ever do!—when fate, in the
form of Taliesin, took a hand in my affairs once more, and sent me
off a-wandering again. And that is the story I will be telling you
tonight.

 



Chapter 1: The
Hawk

It began on a bright spring evening two days
before Beltane. The birds were singing passionately in the
new-leafed trees; the cattle were lowing in the green fields
outside the court; and I and my girl Rhiannedd were seated on a
rough wooden bench close by Cyndrwyn’s mead-hall, passing some
moments pleasantly enough until it was time to go inside for
dinner. I had my arm around her slender waist, and was just about
to kiss her, when we were interrupted by the sound of approaching
horses.

Into the muddy courtyard there rode three
men, and two of them, to my astonishment, were familiar to me. The
slight, dark man in the lead, Taliesin Ben Beirdd himself, I would
know, I think, at the world’s end—always supposing that he himself
wished it!—and his apprentice Neirin mab Dwywei’s dark red hair and
lean build were hard to disguise by any light. The third man, a
fair-haired youth who rode behind them and led their packhorses,
was a stranger to me.

With a startled word to Rhiannedd, I leapt up
and ran to meet them. “Taliesin! Neirin! By all the gods, what
brings you here?” Then there was confusion and shouting in the
courtyard as others ran to greet them or to hold their horses, to
carry word to the Prince and make ready his hospitality, or merely
to participate in the excitement. In the midst of it all, I found
myself face to face with Taliesin himself. “Gwernin!” he said
smiling, and reaching out he took me by the shoulders and looked me
up and down, his blue eyes sparkling in his dark-bearded face.
“Yes, I was right. Being with Talhaearn suits you, I think. And you
have grown.”

It was true: I had grown a finger’s breadth
over the winter, and was now as tall as he. It seemed very strange,
but I had no time to ponder it, for Taliesin had released me to
Neirin, who stood beside me grinning, and had turned to greet the
Prince and my master Talhaearn. I did not see what passed between
them, for Neirin had flung an arm around my shoulders, and was
introducing his companion. “Gwernin, this is Pedr mab Rhys, from
Dyfed. He is wanting to learn the harp, and Taliesin has brought
him along to take your place while you are gone.”

“Gone?” I cried. “Where am I going?”

Neirin laughed. “To the North with me, I
hope! But only for the summer! Na, na, but I should have let him
tell you the story himself—no doubt but that I have spoiled
it.”

“Now that you have begun, go on!” I said.
“But first let us take your horses to the stables, and you can tell
me as we go. Besides, there will be less of a crowd there while
they are all gathered around our masters, and we shall have more
chance to speak!”

“How was your winter?” Neirin asked as we
walked. He too had grown over the winter, I thought, though not as
much as I; but then he had been the taller already.

“Good,” I said, and thinking back I smiled.
“Most of it, at any rate! And yours?”

“Good indeed. Your town of Pengwern where we
wintered is a most fair place, and her Prince very generous. He
loaded Taliesin with treasures, and could hardly be persuaded to
spare him for a few days to make this trip. Indeed, I thought at
one point I would have to come alone to make my request, and glad I
am that I did not—Talhaearn would have made short work of me! How
do you get on with him now?”

“Very well, nowadays,” I said with a laugh.
“He is no easy mas-ter, I can tell you, but he has taught me
much—if only to know how little I really knew!”

“That is the first lesson,” said Neirin
seriously, “and the hardest. I mind me well when I first came to
Taliesin: hai mai, I was full of myself! But he soon showed
me the error of my thinking.” And he chuckled reminiscently.

Cyndrwyn’s chief groom was waiting at the
stables with boys to take the horses, so Neirin and I loaded
ourselves with harps and saddlebags and went out again, leaving
Pedr behind to deal with the gear on the pack-ponies. “I do not
know where they will be putting you,” I said, “but come to our hut
first and leave your gear. Then we can talk properly, and I can
introduce you to Rhiannedd.”

“Oho!” said Neirin, his amber eyes shining.
“This has the sound of news! Should I remember her?” He and
Taliesin had spent some days at Llys-tyn-wynnan the previous autumn
when I was new there; that was how we first became friends.

“I do not know,” I said, shouldering aside
the leather door-curtain and beginning to set down my load on the
stone-flagged floor. “You will have seen her, I know, but there are
others more memorable at first glance. I will let you decide.”

Neirin grinned. “A good winter indeed, I
think you must have had! Though I was not lonely in Pengwern
myself. Where now?”

“The hall: I want to see what is passing
between our masters. And you still have not told me about this trip
we may be making, or about Pedr. He had little enough to say for
himself.”

“I doubt we gave him a proper chance,” said
Neirin, falling into step beside me. “He is here because Taliesin
wants to borrow you from Talhaearn to be my companion on a mission,
and feels that he should provide the old man with a substitute
while you are gone. Their discussion, I think, should be well worth
the hearing!”

“I hope we are in time,” I said, and
laughed.

We found Taliesin still talking to the
Prince, while Talhaearn stood by with an expression on his craggy
face that spoke to me of gathering storm. “Ah, Gwernin!” said
Cyndrwyn as we came up. “I have been offering Taliesin the guest
lodgings across the courtyard from yours for himself and his party.
Would you take them there?”

“Gladly,” I said, keeping a weather eye on
Talhaearn. “Neirin and I have just been stowing some of their
baggage in our own hut, so…”

“Let us all go and get it, then,” said
Taliesin, “and you can be our guide, Gwernin. Prince, we will talk
more at meat, if it please you. Talhaearn, give me your company
now, please.” And he swept us off with a hand on blind Talhaearn’s
arm, gesturing to myself and Neirin to go ahead as he did so. “So
here you are again, and unexpectedly as ever,” I heard Talhaearn
say behind us. “What are you playing at this time, Gwion?”

“A diplomatic mission, as I said: can you
doubt it?” I could hear the laughter in Taliesin’s voice, and
Talhaearn’s snort in response. “Na, na, Father of Awen, we will
talk of it soon enough, and I hope you will not be displeased. Wait
you only until we are indoors and private.”

“As you please, as you please,” said
Talhaearn, and was silent until we reached our lodging. As Neirin
and I were leaving with the baggage, I heard him say, “What news
from Rheged?” But the curtain closed and I lost Taliesin’s
answer.

“Phew!” said Neirin as we crossed the court
again. “We are well out of that, I am thinking! Ho! Pedr! This
way!”—waving to his companion, who was standing irresolute and
burdened at the entrance to the stable-yard. As he came up I saw
that he was Neirin’s age or a little older, a well-grown handsome
young man, with the golden hair and blue eyes you often see on the
Saxons, and sometimes on the Irish as well. His voice when he spoke
sounded pleasantly of the southwest. “I thought I would never find
you,” he said. “This place is like a maze!”

Neirin chuckled. “You would not say that when
you had seen Deva, or any of the old Roman towns.”

“I have seen Caerwent,” said Pedr, “but that
is mostly straight lines. This is different.”

“Did you pass through Caerllion on your way?”
I asked. I had been that way myself a year before, at the start of
my adventures.

“Let me think: no, we went by Severn-mouth,
and up through Glevum: another Roman town, and bigger than
Caerwent, but fewer people in it. A place of the dead; I did not
like it.”

“Well, well,” said Neirin peaceably, as we
entered the guest lodging. “That is as it may be. Put the packs
down over there, and let us sort things out.”

At this point a kitchen boy arrived with a
flask of wine and three cups on a tray, saying, “Cyndrwyn sends it
for the bards.”

“I will take it to them,” I said, and the boy
grinned and left. Pedr made to reach for one of the cups, but I
pulled the tray back in surprise. “Pedr, I meant what I said.”

Pedr frowned briefly. “My apologies,” he
said. I looked at him for a moment longer, my brows raised, and he
continued unwillingly, “I thought you meant for us to share it
ourselves; we are bards, too.”

“Speak for yourself,” I said reprovingly. “I
am Gwernin Storyteller, and I serve Talhaearn.” And turning, I went
out of the room with the tray. Behind me I heard Neirin’s voice
speaking to Pedr; the words were muffled, but the tone was not
kind.

At the door of my own lodging I paused,
hearing the rumble of Talhaearn’s voice within. But I had been in
this position before; balancing the tray one-handed, I tapped on
the door-post and went in. “Wine from the Prince, masters,” I said;
and setting the tray down on a low table, I filled a cup with the
strong red wine and took it to Talhaearn. His color was high, and
he was frowning, his bushy white brows almost meeting in the
middle, but he took the cup readily from my hand and drank. I
turned back to do as much for Taliesin, but he was already helping
himself. Before drinking he poured a few drops, neatly and
deliberately, onto the floor in libation. Looking up he caught my
eye and smiled. “No, Gwernin, not about you this time,” he said.
“Though that will come soon enough, no doubt. Has Neirin told you
my plan?”

“Part of it, Lord,” I said, and looked at
Talhaearn. “Master? Do you know?”

“Not yet,” said Talhaearn. “He has only told
me that the North is a tinderbox, about to burst into flame, and
the Saxons are stirring again in the east, and Cynan Garwyn is
doing his best to foment war in the south and west: nothing of
great moment, you perceive. Why, what is it that he has yet
reserved? Something to do with you, Gwernin, I feel.” He did not
add, “as usual,” but I felt it in the air.

I turned back to Taliesin. “Will you tell
him, Lord? It will come more completely from you.”

“Gwernin,” said Taliesin lightly, “are you
trying to force my hand? Well, then,” and he turned to Talhaearn,
“it is true I have come to ask you a favor, Iron Brow, though I
would have preferred to choose my own time for the asking. The
North being, as I have said, a tinderbox, I am sending Neirin up
there this summer to gauge the accuracy of my news and do what he
can to soothe things down in his own home country, while I do my
best to restrain Cynan. And as he is still young, and only one man,
I thought to give him company on this trip by borrowing Gwernin
from you for a few months. I have brought a young man with me to
serve you while he is gone, Pedr mab Rhys by name, who says he
wishes to learn the harp and the other arts of the bard. I
think”—and here he grinned unexpectedly—“that you will soon get his
measure. Treat him as you will, Father of Awen: perhaps he will
last out the summer!”

At that Talhaearn smiled grimly in his gray
beard. “Well, we will see,” he said, and then to me: “Gwernin? What
do you think of this? Are you ready so soon to leave me?”

At that I went down on my knees beside his
chair. “Master,” I said, “you know I am not. I admit that the
adventure tempts me, but it is for you to decide, yea or nay. I
will do as you desire.”

Talhaearn’s expression softened a little.
“Well, well,” he said, “you are very docile. Is it only my company
you would be missing, I wonder? Never mind; but do you come back to
me in the autumn, and strive not to forget all my teaching in the
meantime.” And he laid his hand for a moment on my head as if in
blessing. “Now go along with you; Gwion will see me to the hall
when it is time.”

The next two days were busy ones. Taliesin
and Neirin were staying to keep the Beltane feast with Cyndrwyn
before they left, the one for Pengwern again and the other with me
for the North. Talhaearn was continually thinking of last-minute
instructions or bits of advice for me, some of which I managed to
remember. And for myself, I had an urgent desire to spend as much
time as I could with my dear dark-haired Rhiannedd before I
left.

She had taken the news philosophically,
though whether she believed my promises to return I am not sure.
“It will be as the gods allow,” she said once when she saw I was
troubled, and she smiled up at me so sweetly, her blue eyes so full
of understanding, that I could not but kiss her. I had introduced
her to Neirin, not without qualms, but he took the measure of our
relationship at once, and although he teased me, he treated her
like a sister. For her part she soon lost her awe of him, and dealt
with him much the same, for all of his high birth—his mother, as I
had heard, was own sister to Gwallawg King of Elmet—and the fierce,
shining look that came on him sometimes when he played or sang in
hall, which led some folk to call him “Taliesin’s Hawk.” Pedr, on
the other hand, she took in dislike at once, and I cannot say that
I was sorry, for there was no denying he was a very handsome
man.

Now Beltane, as you know, is Calan Yr Haf,
the beginning of summer, when the plowing is over, and the first
crops in, and the increase of the land begins to be felt. When the
bonfires that would be lit that evening were sinking, we would
drive the cattle between them for protection and increase in the
coming year. It was the custom, too, for men and women, those who
desired this sort of blessing, to leap or run between the fires
themselves; it was also a form of unofficial hand-fasting.

Rhiannedd and I would not be leaping the
fires this year. We had talked long and long about it, for during
the past winter I had come to know that I loved her, and she loved
me. But I had no way to support a wife: no land, no livelihood, no
way to raise a bride-price. By my own actions in choosing the
bard’s path against the wishes of my family, I had cut myself off
from my kindred and my possible inheritance in Powys Cynan. I was
free-born, yes, and had some status in Cyndrwyn’s llys as my
master’s apprentice, and lately also from my own talents: but that
was all. Some day, perhaps, when Talhaearn was satisfied with my
training, I might become bardd teulu, the bard of the
retinue: so I was becoming unofficially already. Some day, perhaps,
I might be a pencerdd, a Master Bard, myself. But these
possibilities were long years in the future: not enough to build a
life on now. All this Rhiannedd and I knew and had discussed; but
knowing in the head is not knowing in the blood. And we were very
young.

On Beltane Eve the two of us stood near the
fires hand in hand, as we had stood at Midwinter; but this was a
calm, mild night, not one of icy cold. We watched as the black and
brown cattle were driven bawling between the fires, the cows with
their new calves at their heels and the sparks flying wild about
them; and after the cattle, the sheep, with the sheepdogs barking
behind. Then, as the flames were dying down, the men and women went
through: the young ones running and laughing, some of them holding
hands; the older ones more deliberately. At last, when it was very
late, and few folk were left, I looked at Rhiannedd, and she looked
back at me, and something passed between us. Then we, too, ran
between the sinking fires, holding hands; and that night we did not
go back to the court at all, but spent the time together on the
green hillside, with one cloak beneath us, and another above, and
the pale stars of summer overhead. And when we went home in the
dawn, still hand in hand, we knew that we were bound as sure as
any, though no priest had blessed our union—no mortal priest—and no
bride price had changed hands. And the next day I took horse with
Neirin and we rode north.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 2: The Road
North

I mind me well that summer morning when
Neirin and I rode out of Llys-tyn-wynnan on our way north. The sky
was a high clear blue, the early sunlight glittered on a million
dewdrops, and all the earth was clothed in tender green of a
thousand different shades. Around us the birds sang loudly—a little
too loudly for my taste, for last night’s feasting and
beer-drinking had gone late, and I was not feeling my best in
consequence. With the other two pack-ponies on a lead behind me, I
jogged lazily along at the rear of our party on the black one I had
borrowed once before, watching Taliesin and Neirin deep in
conversation ahead of me, and remembering my parting from
Talhaearn. “So,” he had said musingly, looking toward the two of
them where they stood in the dawn-pale courtyard—for he was not
wholly blind, and in the half-light he could see shapes and
colors—“Taliesin flies his hawk at last. Well, well, it is full
time. But I wonder, will that one ever come to the glove again,
once he has felt the wind in his wings?” And he had smiled a
little, and gone on to give me a list of instructions which I could
not now remember. I hoped Pedr would take good care of the old Bard
while I was gone, but I admit I had my doubts; Pedr the Fair did
not seem like the sort to take good care of anyone but himself.

A pleasanter memory was Rhiannedd, and the
night we had spent together after leaping the Beltane fires. These
thoughts kept me entertained for some time, while we made our way
down out of the hills and into a wider and wider valley, and the
bright morning changed to a warm midday. A mile short of Caer
Einion we turned northeast, following the trace of the old road
which runs up Dyffryn Meifod. It was at this point I realized that
Taliesin was not going straight back to Pengwern, but was coming
with us as far as Deva.

“Yes,” he said when I asked, “I want to visit
with Prince Cyndeyrn there, for he too is Cynan’s cousin, and may
have some influence on him. And besides”—and here he grinned like a
boy—“I have been too long indoors this winter, talking endlessly to
old men in the smoky torchlight; I need a while in the clean air
and sunlight to remember who I am!”

“Gods protect us,” said Neirin, mock-gloomy.
“It will rain the rest of the way!” And we all laughed.

So it came about that three of us, and not
two only, rode into Deva the following evening over the Romans’
stone-built bridge, having spent the previous night in a village on
the edge of the hill country. And true to Neirin’s prediction, it
was raining, a small mizzle rain that had been falling steadily all
day, seeming like nothing when it started but gradually soaking
through the thickest cloak. By now I was wet to the skin, my hair
plastered to my face and rain dripping from my chin and trickling
down my neck, but this was the least of my misery. I had never
ridden so far or so long before in my life, and every part of my
body from my neck to my knees was telling me so. I was almost ready
to get down and walk, despite the mud and filth of the road, and I
hoped desperately that we would be spending more than one night in
Deva.

Nevertheless, I looked around me with
interest as we left the bridge, for although Deva, like all the
Roman towns, had lost a considerable amount of its past grandeur
and population, it had been a great seaport in its day, and was
still the largest city I had yet encountered. Indeed, as we made
our way through the fortress gate and along the stone-paved street
to the Prince’s compound, I almost forgot my misery in wonder. When
we reached the courtyard, however, I slid to the ground with a
groan, and had to stand for a moment clutching the black pony’s
mane before I could trust my legs to bear me.

“Sorry I am, Gwernin,” said Taliesin,
dismounting beside me. He sighed and stretched, then pushed back
the hood of the leather rain cape which had kept him fairly dry. “I
forgot you were not used to riding so far. But this ill, at least,
practice will cure. Come into the hall with me now, while Neirin
leads our horses on to the stable.” And taking his saddlebags, he
turned to the doorway where folk were waiting to greet us. I looked
up at Neirin, still mounted, who gave me a rueful grin from the
shelter of his own hood. “Sa, do you go with him,” he said. “I will
be seeing you in a little while.” So handing him the pack-ponies’
lead-ropes and taking down my saddle-roll, I followed Taliesin into
the hall.

Inside the door I stopped, for after the
darkening twilight outside, the long room seemed ablaze with light
and fire, and sweet with the scent of the resin-rich torches.
Beside the central hearth Taliesin stood talking to three tall,
richly dressed men, one of them grey-bearded and the other two
young. As I watched, a fair young woman in a red gown of fine-spun
wool came down the hall toward them, bearing in her two hands a
great silver cup. Smiling, she stopped and offered it to Taliesin
with some soft words I did not catch. He took it with an answering
smile and drank, and gave it back to her. Then turning, he saw me
and motioned me forward. I came, trying not to limp, and stopped
beside them.

“Be welcome in our hall, stranger,” said the
young woman, offering me the guest cup. I took it, and looked into
her face, and was caught. Her eyes were as green as forest shadows,
and her hair as golden as the broom, and her clear skin like pale
heather honey: and she smiled faintly at me in perfect
consciousness of her beauty. I stood there like a fool with the cup
in my hands, until at last Taliesin’s voice recalled me to my
senses. “You had better drink, Gwernin,” he was saying, and I could
hear the ripple of amusement in his voice. “You are keeping the
Lady Denw waiting.” Blushing, I muttered something disjointed, and
drank, and returned the cup, and could not have said afterwards
whether it contained water or wine.

An hour later I was happier than I had ever
expected to be that night—a state due, not to the Lady Denw’s
beauty, but to one of the old surviving Roman features of Deva
which I had never before encountered: hot baths. Our travel-stained
clothes stripped off and taken away by servants to be dried and
brushed, the three of us were sitting shoulder deep in a sunken
pool of steaming water in the Prince’s bath house, warm to the core
and almost too relaxed to move. All my clenched muscles had untied
themselves, and even the raw spots where I had been too long in
contact with a saddle were losing their sting. Neirin seemed to
have fallen asleep where he sat, and Taliesin’s eyes were
half-closed, though as I watched he opened them and sighed, and sat
up straighter. “We will have to get out soon, I suppose,” he said,
pushing the damp hair back out of his face. “I could wish more
kings still kept to the Roman ways.” And he reached over and jogged
Neirin. “Wake up, Little Hawk.”

Neirin opened his amber eyes and smiled. “A
very fair dream I was having, and now you have spoiled it.” He
yawned. “Hai mai! And now I am hungry! Do you suppose we can
still get supper?”

“We can try,” said Taliesin, and stood up,
scattering water

everywhere.

Warm, dry, and in clean clothes, I felt a
different man. The evening was not so far advanced as the rainy
twilight had made it appear, and we found that feasting was still
going on in the hall, where we were made welcome. Taliesin was
seated at the Prince’s own table, while Neirin and I found places
lower in the hall and were rapidly provided with wooden cups and
bowls by the well-trained servants. The food was abundant and
good—spit-roasted beef came into it, as I remember, and fish of
some kind, and little brown barley loaves—and the drink was clear
golden mead. The latter I sipped with care, remembering its potency
from one or two previous occasions.

Neirin was watching the high table, where
Taliesin sat talking with the grey-beard I had seen earlier, who
must be the Prince Cyndeyrn. Some sort of question must have been
asked, for Taliesin was shaking his head and smiling; then he
glanced in our direction, gestured at us, and shook his head again.
“Na, na,” said Neirin under his breath. “That was not well
done—tomorrow will be soon enough.”

“For what?” I asked, puzzled.

“Performance. There was no need to press him,
and he straight from the road. And it is not as if the Prince had
no Bard himself.” And this was true: I had previously noted a tall,
dark man near the end of the high table dressed in what looked like
a singing-robe, who seemed vaguely familiar to me from the previous
summer. “Bluchbardd,” said Neirin, following my gaze. “And he is
good enough of his kind, though not of our masters’ standard. You
should be thinking what you might perform tomorrow, if they ask
you.”

“Me?” I said, startled. Over the winter
Talhaearn had impressed on me strongly that as his student I was
not to perform without his permission.

“Yes, you.” And Neirin grinned. “I am not
going to do all the work this summer, and I know you are a good
storyteller. So do you think of it, and be prepared.”

“I might,” I said slowly. “But my
master—”

“Talhaearn has loaned you to Taliesin, and he
has loaned you to me,” said Neirin, still grinning. “For this
while, I am your master, and I say you are to perform. Is it not
good?”

“It is,” I said, and grinned back at him.
“But mind that you treat me well!”

“That,” said Neirin, making his mouth prim,
“goes without saying.” Then he laughed. “Hai mai! But we
will have fun!” And I laughed with him.

By and by Bluchbardd got up from his seat at
the high table and took a performer’s stance, and a young boy
brought him his harp. I listened critically to the song that
followed. It was, as Neirin said, good enough of its kind—better,
indeed, than I could do myself in those days—but predictable.
Apparently much of the audience thought so too, for there soon
began to be a background hum of conversation, and the applause that
followed was half-hearted. A second song fared no better; then the
singer sat down, and the babble of voices in the hall rose to its
previous volume. “Not hard for you to better that,” I said to
Neirin.

“Sa, we will see. An odd place, this.” I
nodded; I had felt it too: there was something strange about this
court and its people, something hard to put my finger on, and I
thought it centered around the Lady Denw. She was seated now at the
high table between her younger brother and Taliesin, and all the
light of the hall seemed to shine on her fair head. It was she who
drew the gaze, not the dark singer Bluchbardd and his unheard
praise. He was watching her now as she talked to Taliesin, with
something like hunger in his face. The sight stirred a memory in me
which I could not quite recall, a memory of ill-omen. I carried the
thought to bed with me that night, but found no answer in my
dreams.

When I awoke the next morning in the
guest-house, Taliesin was already up and gone, and Neirin was
dressing. “We are at liberty to explore,” he said grinning. “And
the rain has stopped, no doubt because Taliesin is indoors talking
again: come and see!” Flinging on my second-best tunic—I had only
the two—I followed him to the feast-hall in search of breakfast. It
was not so late as I had at first feared, and many of the folk of
the court were seated there still, breaking their fast with fresh
wheaten bread and cheese, and cold roast meat from the night
before.

Taliesin was at the high table again with the
Prince and his sons, and I noticed with interest that the Lady Denw
was with them once more as well. This morning her gown was of a
pure dark green, like oak leaves in midsummer, and her hair seemed
to have brought some of the morning sunlight indoors. For the most
part she sat quietly at her father’s side, now and then adding a
word to the conversation, but her eyes were on Taliesin, though I
could not see that he paid her much heed in return. I watched them
as I ate, but got nothing by it, and by and by Neirin and I arose
and went out to explore the town.

Much of Deva, I found, was in origin a Roman
fortress, and a large one at that, built to house many hundreds or
thousands of soldiers, while the civilian settlement which grew up
outside its brown sandstone walls was much smaller. After the
Eagles left, however—whether with Maxen Wledig when he marched on
Rome itself, or in some later campaign—the settlement outside had
gradually moved within the walls, so that now most of the people
lived there. The Prince’s compound enclosed the old Commander’s
house and the headquarters building, and was itself a defensible
space, but between it and the river-gate through which we had come
the evening before was an extensive range of red-tiled,
half-timbered buildings. Under the Eagles they had been barracks
and storehouses, kitchens and mess halls, but now they were
workshops and homes for all the trades and people that make up a
town. In the streets the smells of wood-smoke and horse-droppings
mingled with those of fish and seaweed from the broad brown tidal
river outside, and the warm morning was loud with the crying of
gulls and of children. It seemed a busy, bustling place to me,
though no doubt it would have looked a pale shadow of itself to the
people who built it so many lifetimes ago. Neirin and I wandered
through it at our leisure, inspecting the goods in the workshops
and the fishing boats at the wharf, and watching the people in the
streets. There were some very pretty girls among them, as we
pointed out to each other.

“Yes,” I said, after Neirin had managed to
get a smile from one passing beauty, “she is very well indeed, but
nothing compared to the Lady Denw. What do you think of her?”

“Fine indeed,” said Neirin, grinning, “but no
meat for us, I am thinking.”

“Na, she will be looking higher for a
match—or her father will be. It did seem to me,” I said, picking my
way carefully, “that she was much taken with Taliesin, though I
could not see that he was interested.”

“Na, na,” said Neirin easily, “he will have
other things on his mind. He is not much of a one for the women in
any case, though he does not dislike them; likely it will be the
same for us when we reach his age, for he is not young.”

“Maybe,” I said, frowning a little dubiously,
“but in the meantime—look at that one! Can you get her to stop and
talk to us, do you think? You are better at this than I am!”

“I can try,” said Neirin; and he did it,
too.

In the late afternoon we came back to the
guest-house and found Taliesin sitting cross-legged on a bench in
the sun, with his harp in his hands and an inward-looking
expression on his face. He greeted us absent-mindedly, then roused
himself to give us our instructions for the evening. And when it
was time for meat, we went again to the hall.

This time Neirin and I were seated closer to
the high table as part of Taliesin’s entourage. He himself was
dressed more formally tonight, and wore the silver circlet I had
seen on him once or twice before, and the great enamel-set golden
brooch which Neirin said had been of a gift from Arthur the High
King, in the far-off days when Taliesin served him and first got
his title “Chief of Bards.” Whether because of this, or because of
something in his bearing, he seemed taller tonight, a larger, more
shining presence, so that all eyes went to him again and again, and
when he stood up presently from the high table to sing, the silence
in the hall was immediate and total. Neirin, who had brought his
own harp with him to the hall, had gone up earlier by
pre-arrangement, and now stood ready to accompany his master.

The song which Taliesin sang that night began
with praise of Arthur as the great warrior who had defeated the
Saxon armies:

 


“I sing a great King, Arthur Chief Dragon—

I saw him destroy men, I saw his delight!

Great Bull of Battle, strong Pillar of Britain,

Bright-blood-stained Wolf he was, red-shafted
Spear!

Once here beside this same City of Legions

Dead of all England he spread on the field.

Charging upon them he led in the front line—

Ravens grew red as he splintered their shields.

You broke them wholly, Arthur War-Leader,

Many a man you trampled in mire,

Marshes ran red beneath your rich vengeance,

Five kings you slew in a single charge!

Forcing surrender on Sussex’s raiders,

Back to the beaches you hurled them in woe—

Nor let them leave without their sore wounding—

Reaper of corpses, most fierce to your foes!”

 


So far, so good; but Taliesin did not stop
there. Best in war Ar-thur was, but also best in peace:

 


“Greatest of Britons, generous gold-giver,

None could surpass you in peace as in war.

Kindest of kings, best gift you gave us—

Peace in our fields, peace in our homes!

Gifts from our God garnered in safety—

From your iron hand no raider could reave!

Strongest you stood, standing above us,

Steadfast and stern, great Lord of all.

Like the high God, none could defy you,

None could defeat you, thrice-honored king!”

For this, said Taliesin, Arthur would be
remembered:

“Though at cruel Camlann you won your last
battle

And into the West then you sailed from our
sight,

Down through all ages your legend will burn
still—

Brightest of Britons, our great beacon-light!

Until this world, darkness-enveloped,

Winds to its end, your name will be known—

All bards that be praises will sing you,

And in high heaven build your new throne.”

 


At the end the hall was full of breath-held
silence. Then the applause began, a pounding, shouting tumult that
seem to shake the roof-tree itself. When it died down at last
Taliesin sang again, a shorter, simpler song but no less potent,
praising the Prince Cyndeyrn, his strength in war and in peace, his
strong sons and beautiful daughter. Then he sat down again, and the
Lady Denw with her green eyes and faint smile came to bear him the
mead-cup from her father the Prince, and in a little while the hall
returned to its customary conversation.

By and by Bluchbardd sang in his turn, with
no better results than on the previous night. But before that I had
seen him watching Taliesin, his dark face darker than ever with
anger, and a look in his eyes which I would not have wanted turned
on me; and a small finger of cold stroked down my neck and was
gone, lost in the mead-bright warmth of the hall. Then Neirin asked
me if I had decided which story I might perform if asked, and in
the ensuing discussion I forgot Bluchbardd and his troubles, if
that was what they were.

We stayed one more day and night in Deva, but
Taliesin did not sing again for our hosts. Instead he set Neirin to
harp for them, and me to tell one of my stock of tales; and both of
us were well received, and well rewarded. And if our rewards
stopped short of the Lady Denw’s admiration, neither did we collect
any enmity from others, which was just as well.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 3: The King in the
Ground

A day’s ride east of Deva the traveler on the
old Roman roads has a choice: to turn left for Mamucium and the
north, or right to rejoin the great south road to Londinium. If you
want to go due east, you can take one choice or the other and then
work back towards your goal, or you can head straight for the
Peaks, cutting across the marshy land between as best you may. Like
all choices, each of these three has its consequences: Neirin
wanted to go first to Elmet, and so we chose the middle way.

We had parted from Taliesin the day before
outside Deva, on a cool grey morning that promised neither sun nor
rain. The previous afternoon he had gone out into the town and
returned with a present for me: a hooded leather rain-cape like his
own. It was tied behind my saddle now, and from time to time I
touched it, and remembered how he and Neirin had embraced at
parting, briefly but hard, all their good-byes already said the
night before. After that Neirin had been silent for nearly half a
day, a most unusual state of affairs with him, and then had
recovered his voice and spirits with a bound. Since then he had
barely stopped talking.

Now we sat our tail-switching ponies beside a
stream, contemplating the way forward. The game trail we had been
following had died out in a dozen smaller branches, and nothing
much larger than a hare could have penetrated the tangled briars
and brambles before us. The stream banks were muddy where they were
not choked with reeds, and the peat-brown water of the stream
itself hinted at worse ahead. Altogether the prospects were not
inviting.

Neirin slapped irritably at the cloud of
insects buzzing around his face. “I am not knowing which way next,”
he said, “but I think if we sit here much longer we will be eaten
alive, and the horses with us.”

“Back, then,” I said, turning my pony, “and
follow that bit of ridge to the right. Trees are more likely to be
dry-footed than reeds.”

“We can but try,” said Neirin, and “Hup! Come
on, you!” to our packhorse, who had decided to graze. We splashed
back across the muddy ford we had crossed earlier and scrambled up
the bank. The afternoon was overcast and warm, and sweat was
trickling down my back under my tunic. Maybe, I thought, it would
be cooler under the trees.

Certainly it was darker. After a little
casting about we found a deer trail, and followed it as best we
could—deer think nothing of jumping an obstacle that a horse cannot
pass!—hoping that it was taking us in the right direction. It was
hard on the level ground to tell up-slope from down, and harder
under the oaks to tell east from west. I began to suspect we were
riding in circles, and soon I knew it, when we came for the second
time to a fallen tree from which our horses had brushed the moss in
passing. “Now what?”

“Am I a Druid, or a seer, to give you the
answer?” asked Neirin glumly, running his fingers through his
sweat-dark hair. “I thought this would be easier; we could see the
hills so clearly this morning. Where have they gone?”

“Maybe it is ‘where have we come?’ instead?”
I said, thoughtfully scratching the back of my neck where an insect
had been dining. “I do not have the feel of the land here at all.
It is like riding through fog.”

“Yes, you are right. Well…” Neirin closed his
eyes for a moment and seemed to be listening. Then he pointed to
the right. “That way.” As if in answer there was a distant rumble
of thunder, and a little breeze touched our sweating faces for a
moment and died away. We looked at each other, then shrugged and
turned the horses to the right, into another deer-trod that looked
the same as all the rest. But slowly as we went along the ground
began to rise, although the forest—and the sense of riding through
fog—was as thick as ever. The light was fading fast; now and again
we heard the thunder again, and it was coming closer. Neirin looked
about him as he rode and shook his head from time to time. “Na, na,
na, I cannot,” he said, half to himself. “But … somewhere …
Gwernin, stop a moment. I need—to get down.”

I pulled up my pony, concerned, and took the
packhorse’s lead rope and his own reins from him. “Are you ill?” I
asked. He certainly looked pale enough.

“Na, but—I have to—be still.” As he spoke
Neirin was sliding down from his horse to stand, swaying slightly,
in a listening pose, feet well apart, head up, but with his eyes
still closed. As I watched him the thunder spoke again, very close
now, and from nowhere a wind began to rise, a cold wind with the
smell of rain in it. I shivered, and my hand went again to my new
rain-cloak, as much in reassurance as in immediate need.

Then three things happened at once: Neirin
cried out a word I did not know, in a voice between triumph and
pain; there was a flash of light and an enormous rending crash as
lightening split a nearby oak; and the threatened rain began to
fall in torrents. For a moment, still half-blind from the
lightning, I had my hands full with the horses, who wanted to bolt.
When I could see again, Neirin had disappeared.

A cold tide of panic flooded through me.
“Neirin!” I called. “Where are you? Are you hurt?” I got no answer;
in the noise of the storm I could scarcely hear myself. If Neirin
was on the ground, the horses, still barely under control, might
tread on him. Keeping a tight grip on the reins, I dismounted,
meaning to tie them to a tree. Then the earth slid out from under
my feet, and I was falling.

Only my grip on the reins and the lead rope
saved me. As I clung to them, my feet over empty air, my body
battered against stone, the frightened horses backed away, and
backing, hauled me out of the pit that had opened beneath me. I lay
on the muddy ground gasping, half-drowned by the rain pouring down
on my face; then with a convulsive heave I rolled over and got to
my feet. Somehow I got the horses picketed, then searched on hands
and knees the place where Neirin had been standing, as well as I
could guess, when he disappeared. The pit into which I had almost
fallen was close by; its earthy breath rose fog-like into the rain
and wreathed about the trees. I called Neirin’s name again and
again into its mouth, but got no reply. Then, as clearly as if he
spoke into my ear, I heard Taliesin’s voice, giving me the
rain-cape. “This should give you shelter when you need it most,” he
had said.

I stood up and went to the black pony, and
took the rolled cape from the back of the saddle where it was tied.
It went on easily; almost at once I felt warmer, and with the rain
no longer beating on my head, less confused. I turned back to
search again for Neirin, and as I did so I saw with the corner of
my eye a light coming through the trees. I blinked and it was gone,
but when I turned my head I saw it again. It was a lantern.

The room was pleasantly warm, sweet-scented
with smoke from the brazier. “Do not you be looking at the edges,”
said Neirin’s voice behind me. “That is the hard part. Once we are
in we will be safe, until we go out again… Ah, that is good!” And
he stepped past me and set his lantern down next to another one on
a table which stood against one wall. Turning, he smiled faintly.
“Do you sit down,” he said. “He is with the horses now, but he will
be back soon.”

“Are you not hurt?” I asked. It seemed as
reasonable a question as any. “I was afraid you fell.”

“Na, I am not hurt, or at least, not from
falling,” said Neirin, seating himself on a bench by the brazier
and holding out his hands to the fire. He was almost as wet as I
was, and there was blood on his cheek and forehead. “It will be
well with me. Only do not ask questions; I doubt me I have answers.
Even Taliesin cannot explain it, not in words. Do you sit down; it
is better that way.”

I pushed back the hood of my rain-cloak and
sat down by the brazier. The fire felt good on my cold hands. I was
dimly aware that my body was strained and bruised, and would be
very sore tomorrow, but it did not seem to matter. Everything was a
little out of focus, and that was best.

The door opened, and a man came in, a tall
black-bearded man in a white robe. “Be welcome, friends,” he said.
“Will you have drink?”

“Gladly,” said Neirin. I looked sideways at
him, wondering, but he was still smiling. The black-bearded man
poured something from a blue-glazed pitcher into two wooden cups,
and handed them to us; then he went and sat himself down in a
high-backed oak chair on the other side of the brazier. “Drink,
friends, and be welcome,” he said in a pleasantly husky voice. “No
harm there is in it.” Neirin drank, and after a moment I followed
suit. It seemed at first to be water, with a faint, herbal
aftertaste, but it spread a warmth in me like the finest mead, and
the pains of which I had been dimly aware receded.

Watching us, the stranger nodded approvingly.
“That is well,” he said. “If you have hunger, there are nuts and
cheese beside you. Will you eat?”

“Gladly,” said Neirin again, and helped
himself, and passed the bowls to me. The cheese was soft and fresh,
ewe-milk cheese, and the nuts were hazelnuts. I ate, and hunger I
had not noticed faded.

The room was quiet except for the fire; there
was no sound of storm, no rattle of rain on the house, no voice of
wind without. We might be in a cave, but if so, a very comfortable
one. There was apple-wood in the brazier, and the table was
polished oak; the walls were lime-washed stone, and the floor of
glazed tiles. When the stranger entered, there had been no sound of
storm outside, and no light. But perhaps it was night, and the
storm had passed.

“Gwernin,” said Neirin’s voice beside me, “do
not you be thinking so much. Look only at what is before you: it is
better thus. Lord,” he said to the white-robed man, “we thank you
for your hospitality. Will you tell us your name, and such of your
story as we may know?”

The stranger smiled, showing good teeth. “I
have no name now, Noble One,” he said. “It is gone: it was taken: I
gave it away. Call me Claddedig, if you will: the Buried One: for
such is the name of the King in the Ground.”

“Ah,” said Neirin. “I knew it. We are
privileged, Lord, to meet you here. Is there any of your story you
can tell? I would not press you.”

“No,” said Claddedig. “No… It is well. A long
time now it is, since I have had visitors. Will you tell me your
names?”

“Neirin,” said Neirin, “son of Dwywei,
daughter of Lleenawg Elmet. My father was Cynfelyn Eidyn, Mynyddog
Mwynfawr of Dun Eidyn. And—Gwernin?”

“Gwernin Storyteller,” I said, “son of
Gwenfrewy, daughter of Cadell Coch, of Pengwern. I do not know my
blood father, Lord; my name-father was Ynyr son of Huwel.”

“It is well,” said Claddedig. “So—a story
then.” And he smiled. “In the years after the Romans came to
Britain—you know it, do you not, my children?”

“We do,” said Neirin. “Go on.”

“Yes… In those days, there was
much—disruption—in the land. Mona was burnt, and many good men
killed. Boudicca raised her rebellion, and died of it. Caradawg was
betrayed to the Romans, and taken away in chains, to what fate we
did not know. And many worse things”—and Claddedig showed his teeth
here in a snarl—“were done. Some of them, I grant you, by the
Britons. But still…”

“I have heard that tale,” said Neirin. “Go
on.”

“Well… In the years after Boudicca died, the
Romans reaved much treasure from this land. Gold and silver, my
children, were the least of it. They pillaged also our language,
our customs, all the forms that made us who we were. For who are
you, my children?” asked Claddedig.

“Those who would presently be Bards,” said
Neirin. “You know of what I speak: go on.”

“Yes.” And Claddedig smiled again. “The
keepers of the Word: the keepers of the Name: in effect, all who
came after me. For I was the Chief of my Order: and for that, to
save that, to guard that, I was put into the ground.”

“I knew it,” said Neirin. “For so my master
taught me: go on.”

“Ah,” said Claddedig, and was a while silent.
“The Romans broke our language: the Romans broke our customs. So I
have said. They did more than that: they did worse than that. They
would have made this Island a land without a people: a people
without a land. Do you know, O my children, who I was?”

“A Druid: a Priest: a Prince,” said Neirin.
“And more than that, and less than that, and wholly that. A maker,
a shaper, a remembrancer: one tied to the earth, and the heavens,
and the seasons. Is there more?”

“Yes,” said Claddedig, “and no: all of these,
and none of these I was. Will you hear a questioning?”

“Yes,” said Neirin, “go on.”

“Sa, sa,” said Claddedig, “here it is
then:

“Who is the King within the Ground,

Why is the Stone within the Ring,

What is the Bell that makes no sound,

When will the New Lord come in spring?

“Can you answer?”

Neirin sat for a while, and then covered his
eyes with his hands, and leaned forward as if very tired. “You are
the King within the Ground, that is clear,” he said after a moment,
“and I think, if I must, that I could give a name to you, Lord; but
the rest I cannot answer now: I am too young, and I am too old, and
I am too weary. The New Lord, I think, should come at Beltane: and
yet I am not sure. Will you go on?”

“I will,” said Claddedig, and he smiled.
“Well, then, as I said, the Romans broke that which they did not
understand, and profaned that which they did; and from one end to
the other of Britain they made a desolation, and called it a peace.
It was right, then, that something … someone … should be set to
counter them, that our land should not wholly die. In the year in
which this was decided, there were few of us left: and I was most
senior. And so it fell to me, after due deliberation, to make and
to be the Sacrifice: to make and to be the Chosen One: to make and
to be the Guardian at the Gate.”

“Yes,” said Neirin, “I understand you well:
go on.”

“Ah,” said Claddedig. “Will you come and see
the treasure I guard?”

“Gladly,” said Neirin, and stood up.
“Gwernin?”

“Gladly,” I said, and followed them.

It was a long way, it was a short way; it was
very deep, and very shallow, in the earth. It was a great hall
beneath the ground, piled with every sort of treasure that could
excite a man’s desire. It was a place empty and dark and forsaken.
We stood at the doorway, and looked out, and saw—and did not
see—both of these. With every heartbeat in my breast the vista
changed: treasure and emptiness, gold and darkness, life and death.
“Gwernin?” said Neirin again beside me.

“Yes,” I said, “I see it, and Not-It. What is
the answer, Lord?” This was the first time I spoke to Claddedig
myself, and I felt his smile beside me in the darkness.

“O my children, I am glad,” he said, “that
those who will be Bards have eyes yet to see. Noble One, will you
tell me the an-swer?”

“Yes,” said Neirin, and he sighed. “You guard
the spirit of Britain: the truth within the language, the language
within the mind, the mind within the soul: you guard the past, and
the present, and the future of our people. While you are here, the
tongue of our people will endure, and with it the knot, the soul,
the spirit of our land. Do I speak truth?”

“You do, Little Hawk,” said Claddedig. “Let
us go back to the room.”

When we were seated again in the warmth, he
poured a drink for each of us from the blue-glazed pitcher. “Yes,”
he said then, raising his cup, “I know now who is your master. A
blessing on him, and on you, and on those who come after you: it is
for this, O my children, that I went into the ground. Now, the
testing is over, but I am times and times a-lonely here: do you
stay with me this night, and entertain me, and my blessing will go
with you hereafter. Is it fair?”

“It is very fair,” said Neirin, and he
smiled. “Will you hear a tale? For I know that my friend Gwernin
has one ready…”

Somehow, somewhen, somewhere, we found
ourselves in the forest again, with our horses; and it was dawn.
But the last conversation that passed between Claddedig and
Neirin—I do not remember it all, though now I understand
it—concerned the way of his dying. For the Consenting, as he said,
is the all…

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 4: In the High
Hills

Elmet is a land of contrasts. It stretches
from the Low Peaks in the south to the Pennine Gap in the north,
from the Western Wall above Aquae Arnemetiae to the eastern hills
that fall by slow stages to the Saxon plain. Much of it is moorland
and mountain, little peopled or visited, broken here and there by
deep and fertile valleys. Once it was a big kingdom, but bit by bit
it has been nibbled away by the Saxons in the east and northeast
and by Rheged in the northwest, until only the rocky core is left.
But rock can be very strong, and falcons are no less fierce for
nesting high. On the high tops the old ways still linger, and stone
circles are more common there than churches.

After our experiences in the marshy country
to the west, and our steep climb up the Western Wall, Neirin and I
were glad to stop for the night at a shepherds’ camp, where we were
made welcome by the tough brown herders and their women and
children. All summer they spend up there, from Beltane to Samhain,
and care little for the goings-on below, but bards and storytellers
they value above gold. Indeed, so warm was our welcome that we
stayed three nights, and might have stayed much longer if we had so
wished it. Night-times we sang and told stories by the fire, and
daytimes we spent walking or lazing on the dry sheep-cropped turf;
and bit by bit the silence of the high places soaked into us, and
made us whole. Also the shepherd girls were very friendly, and the
beer was good, so that all and all, we were almost sorry to move
on.

We were going first to Aquae Arnemetiae,
where we hoped to find Gwallawg Elmet, Neirin’s uncle. “Not,” as
Neirin had said to me the day before, lying stretched out like a
cat in the sunshine while one of the shepherd girls rubbed his
back, “because I love him or he loves me over-much. He has never
forgiven my mother for preferring the North to Elmet, or the man of
her own choice to the one he would have chosen for her.”

“Did you not grow up here, then?” I asked
lazily, half-asleep myself with my head in another girl’s lap. She
bent over me and smiled, and her dark hair tickled my face.

“Na, na,” said Neirin, “I got my birth and my
raising in Manau, with my Gododdin cousins, and only came south to
this country when I was of an age to bear arms. And then I
compounded my offense: for it was here Taliesin found me, not long
after, and took me for his prentice, so I have never really lived
in Elmet at all. But the general lay of the land here I know—well
enough, at any rate, to find Aquae, where Gwallawg has one of his
chief courts. Then we will be seeing—what there is to see.” And he
rolled over and pulled his little dark girl down for a kiss, and we
spoke no more for a while.

I was thinking back to that conversation as
we came down the last hill to Aquae Arnemetiae, which in our tongue
means “the Waters of the Goddess of the Sacred Grove.” This was a
holy place time out of mind, as hot springs often are, and although
the Romans had taken it over and made it largely theirs, some of
its ancient aura still clung. Nowadays the town was the usual
mixture of British wood and thatch over Roman stone which was
beginning to be familiar to me. Aquae differed only in having
relatively more stone than wood, and also in lacking a defensive
palisade: an indication in itself of how secure—and how distant
from its enemies—this falcon’s nest was.

Neirin had guessed right: Gwallawg was in
residence. A big burly red-headed man with only a little grey
starting in his abundant beard, he greeted us friendly-wise, though
the embrace he gave his nephew was somewhat perfunctory. Aside from
their general coloring there was no resemblance; Neirin, I thought,
must take after his father. Gwallawg accepted our stated reason for
the visit—that Neirin was set free by his master for a summer’s
journeying, and was on his way north to compete in a bardic
competition in Manau at the Lughnasadh Fair—readily enough, and
went straight on to his own concerns. He swept us into his
fire-hall, talking non-stop, ordering one servant to take our gear
to the guest-house, another to bring food and wine, a third to
build up the fire and bring lamps. As he began to tell us of his
last-year’s raiding successes against the Saxons of Deira and
Bernicia, I perceived that uncle and nephew were not so unlike
after all. It might be one reason for their lack of friendship.

“Iffi will think twice,” he was saying,
“before he comes raiding in my domains again, I can tell you. We
met them near Verbeia, and caught them in an ambush where the
valley narrows; many a corpse they left behind them when they fled.
If only Rheged had joined with me, we could have wiped them out;
but so it is ever with Urien: he is more likely to attack his
neighbors than combine with them against our mutual enemies. If you
are going to his court on your way north, boy, you should go with
care, for he does not love my bloodline, and he has reason.” And he
smiled grimly.

“I will remember,” said Neirin soberly. “What
news of the Saxons this spring?”

“Very little so far, but their raiding
parties will be abroad before long. Do you carry weapons? I saw
none about you.”

“Only a knife. Bards are generally safe.”

“Ha! Not from the Saxons!” Gwallawg grinned.
“Is that all your master has taught you? I will find you a sword
before you leave, if you can use one.”



“I can,” said Neirin tautly, his eyes
sparkling and a flush rising into his thin cheeks. “And my friend
Gwernin can as well.” He compressed his lips, as if holding back
angry words. For myself, I tried to keep the surprise out of my
face; swords and I were not well acquainted.

“Good,” said Gwallawg. “Then I will see you
two here this evening. Perhaps you will show me then what you have
learned.” And he turned away and went out without pause, shouting
for his chamberlain, and leaving us to find our way to the
guest-house by ourselves.

“Have you been back, since Taliesin took
you?” I asked as we unpacked our saddlebags.

“Once,” said Neirin. His color was still
high. “But I had him with me then. I should not be letting Gwallawg
bait me so, I am too easy a target. I knew this would be hard. I
should not have brought you here.”

“Why not?” I said lightly. “It is only for a
few nights, and my heart tells me we will see worse in our
wanderings.” And that was a true word.

Neirin sighed. “Yes, you are right. Let us
walk outside; the need is on me for fresh air. And I can show you
something—interesting.”

From the court he led me to a little hill.
Halfway up it were stone-built ruins of a circular building. “This
is part of it,” said Neirin, pushing aside the willow-herb and ivy
that half blocked the entrance. “They do not use it now; the
Christian priests have their way here instead. The
Romans—improved—this place, but the core is older.”

Within the ruined walls was an open space,
partly overgrown, and in the center a carved block of stone. I
looked with interest at its front, but the figures were too worn to
recognize. “Here,” said Neirin, going up to it, and placing both
hands on the top. “Just—here.”

I put my square brown hands beside his
freckled ones. At first there was only the chill of the stone,
there in the shade of the ivy-grown walls, and the distant call of
a bird in the trees outside; then I began to feel something more.
The world around us grew paler, out of focus, in a way I was coming
to know. There was a sound that was not a sound, and the faint echo
of a presence recently familiar to me. I took a deep steadying
breath, and looked up to meet Neirin’s eyes. He nodded. “Yes. He
was here.”

It cost me an effort to lift my hands from
the stone. Slowly the world came back into focus, and the air
warmed toward summer, which had been winter-cold. My mouth was dry;
I spoke with difficulty: “Claddedig?” Neirin nodded again; his eyes
were wide and dark. I wondered what he was seeing. Then he too
lifted his hands deliberately from the altar block and stood back,
and sighed. “Yes,” he said. “Taliesin showed it to me, when we were
here before, but I did not know…” He shook his head as if to clear
it. “Come, there is more.”

“I am not sure I am for more, just now,” I
said, striving for lightness as I followed him out of the ruin.
“What else do you have to show me here?”

Neirin looked back and smiled. “Nothing so …
heavy. I swear it. Is it that you are afraid?”

“More and more, with you,” I said, smiling
back at him. “I think it is a Druid that you are.”

“Na, I am not. But—come you, and see. It is
not far.” He went on up the hill, and I followed. Around the crest
were young oaks, their leaves still golden-green with spring, and
mixed with them two or three dark hollies. They spread a shadow
over the hilltop all out of proportion to their size, like a memory
of things past. I shivered as I went under them, but I followed
Neirin.

At the crest he stopped and turned round, his
gaze going up into the small trees that were not small from below.
“Do you see it?” he asked. His eyes were bright. I shivered again;
I had felt the Old Powers before. What he was seeing I did not want
to see, but I had no choice. The light was fading even as I stood
there, fading to dark green dusk, and again there were the sounds
that were not sounds, that were memories of sounds: the echo of a
brazen horn, faint and far-off, like the horn of Gwyn mab Nudd, and
the sound of voices chanting. I closed my eyes and felt myself
falling.

Then warm hands had mine in a hard clasp.
“Gwernin,” said Neirin’s voice close beside me, “it is well with
you: open your eyes.” I did so: we were in the grove, and sunlight
was pouring through the young oaks to dapple the grass around me.
Neirin was on his knees beside me, looking down at me anxiously,
his dark red head cocked a little to one side and his amber eyes
narrowed in concern. When he saw I was back in my body, his face
relaxed. “It is sorry I am, not to have warned you,” he said. “I
had forgotten… It took me like that the first time, too. Can you
sit up?”

“Yes,” I said hoarsely, and did so. I looked
around at the trees and the sunlight, and felt the peace that lay
on the place now, and a deep calmness entered into every part of
me.

“Arnemetia,” said Neirin softly. There was
birdsong in the branches, a small sweet piping, and a little wind
rustled the leaves. We sat for a long time listening to it. Only
with the approach of evening did we rise and go back down the hill
to Gwallawg’s court.

The torches were lit in the mead-hall that
night, and fire burned on the central hearth, for though the day
had been mild, Aquae lay high in the hills. Gwallawg kept no
pencerdd in his hall just then, but he had a harper—a dark
young man not so many years older than myself—who played for us
during the first part of the meal. When hunger and thirst were
satisfied, Gwallawg turned to Neirin, sitting beside him at the
high table. “Well, Sister’s-Son, have you a song for me?”

“Na, na, Mother’s-Brother,” said Neirin
lightly, “let me wait until tomorrow, that the song may be worthy
of this hall. My friend Gwernin, I know, has a tale ready for you
and would gladly tell it.”

“So I do, Lord,” I said, as Gwallawg turned
to me. “Would you hear the tale of Maxen Wledig, and how he won a
wife, and the High Kingship of Britain as well?”

“Gladly,” said Gwallawg. “Speak your
tale.”

This was one of the stories I had learned
from Talhaearn the past winter, though it is not a winter-tale as
such, and I enjoyed the telling of it, and the gradually increasing
look of interest and engagement on Gwallawg’s bearded face. “Well,”
he said at the end, when the applause of the hall had died, “you at
least have been well-taught, young man. Who is your master?”

“Talhaearn Tad Awen,” I said, not without
pride, “and if I have a little lived up to his reputation I am
glad, though I am the least of his students.”

Gwallawg smiled, and took a silver bracelet
from his arm, and gave it to me. “Well have you done so,” he said.
“I hope my sister’s son can do half so well tomorrow.” And with
that he rose up and left the hall.

The next morning I woke in the green dawn to
see Neirin by the door. “It is out I am going, Gwernin,” he said,
when he saw I was awake. “I will be back with evening; bide you
here in the court this day.” And before I could answer he was gone,
leaving me wondering. I spent the day as I was bidden, and talked
some time to Gwallawg’s young harper, Padarn, who came from the
lands of the southwest near that other Aquae which is dedicated to
Sulis, and had in his blood-line and his face much of the Roman.
And with evening Neirin returned, though saying no word of where he
had been that day.

When the feasting was over that night,
Gwallawg turned to his nephew as before. “Well, Sister’s-Son,” he
said, “are you ready now to show me what you have learned, or do
you need yet more time to prepare?”

Neirin smiled faintly. “Since you offer it,
Mother’s-Brother, I will take a little longer: tomorrow night I
will be more ready. And I know that my friend Gwernin has yet
another tale prepared that you will enjoy…”

“Indeed I have, Lord,” I said. “Would you
hear a tale from Ire-land, of the warrior Cuchulainn and how he
took up arms?”

Gwallawg laughed shortly. “It seems I have no
choice, since my sister’s child is yet unready for his work. You I
know to be well taught. Sa, I will hear that tale gladly.”

So I told the tale that I had told once
before to Cyndrwyn’s young men while we stood the wolf-guard that
past winter, and it was as well received by Gwallawg and his
war-band, for it is a tale that appeals to all of the warrior-kind,
whatever their nation. And at the end Gwallawg took another silver
bracelet from his arm, and gave it to me. “I hope,” he said then,
“that my sister’s boy-child is ready with his art tomorrow night,
for the day after that I ride north, and would see you both a
little way on your road.”

“I will be ready, Mother’s-Brother,” said
Neirin calmly enough, though the tell-tale flush was mounting in
his cheeks.

“Do you see, then, that you are,” said
Gwallawg shortly, and he rose up as before and left the hall.

Again I woke in the green dawn to see Neirin
by the door. “I am going out now, Gwernin,” he said, “but I will be
back tonight.”

I yawned. “I suppose you know what you are
doing,” I said sleepily, “but are you sure you would not like
company? I can be ready in a moment.”

“Na, na,” said Neirin, and he laughed softly.
“Do not you be worrying: I know what I am about. I will see you
tonight,” and he was gone before I could protest more. And that day
passed as had the day before; and at evening he came back to the
court.

When the feasting was over that night,
Gwallawg turned to his nephew as before. “Well, Sister’s-Son,” he
said, “tomorrow I take the war-trail. Have you anything to show me
before I go, that I may see the worth of your teaching, and your
teacher?”

“Sa, sa, I do that,” said Neirin. “I have a
song for you, Mother’s-Brother: weigh it as you will.” And he stood
up, and took the singer’s stance, and he began.

 


“A golden song for a golden one,

a bright song for a bright fallen star:

she is gone down into deep darkness;

my heart within me is heavy as stone.

A golden song for a gold sister,

a bright song for one bright as day:

she is gone out forever from Elmet;

my heart within me is winter-dark.

A golden song for a gold lady,

a bright song for one briefly loved:

she is gone out now from Manau;

my heart within me is empty and cold.

A golden song for a golden one,

a bright song to warm my cold heart:

heavy green turf grows now over Dwywei:

who will not weep with me here for her loss?”

 


Gwallawg looked a long time in silence at his
nephew when the song was done. “Sa, sa,” he said at last, and I
could hear the tears in his voice. “I will weigh it and reward it.”
And he called to a servant, and had a heavy chest brought into the
hall and opened. From it he took a sword in a jewel-set scabbard, a
weapon for a king, and held it out to Neirin. “Take you this,
Sister’s-Son, as a small part of the value of your song: I repent
me that ever I spoke against your master or his teaching. Hereafter
you will both be welcome in my hall.”

Neirin looked long at his uncle and the
offered gift, and I saw there were tears on his own cheeks as well.
Then he nodded. “Sa, sa, I take it as it is offered,” he said,
“provided only”—and here he smiled with that special warmth that
lit up his face—“that you find some weapon as well for my friend
Gwernin, who has defended me nobly while I prepared.”

“I might,” said Gwallawg, “do even that.” And
with a smile the equal of Neirin’s own, he reached into the chest
again, and from it drew a second, only slightly lesser, weapon,
which he gave to me. And the next day when we rode out with his
war-band, we both rode armed; and well it was for us that we did
so.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 5: Blood and
Fire

The price of glory is blood. So do the men of
the war-band pay for their mead-feast, and for the golden gifts
given them: with their blood, and if need be, their lives. But
glory—and treasure—is bought also with the blood of others, and
thus does the raider live, like a wolf, by his weapons. And in
order for the wolf to eat, something—or someone—must die.

On the bright morning after Neirin had made
his singing in the fire-hall of Elmet, we rode out with that Prince
and his retinue on the Romans’ old road north. Gwallawg was going
roundabout to his target in order to set us on our way, and also to
spy out the south-ern marches of Rheged while avoiding Saxon scouts
from the east: for with summer all war-bands were stirring. The
first day’s ride took us to Mamucium, where we camped in the
grass-grown remains of the old brown Roman fort. A second and
longer day by a good straight road would take us over the hills to
Bremetenacum, on the edge of Rheged’s territory. From there
Gwallawg meant to cut back east on the cross-Pennine road that
leads toward Eboricum, passing through Olenacum and Verbeia and
harrying the western flanks of Deira, while Neirin and I rode on
north alone.

Such, at least, was the plan; but on the
second evening as we were approaching Bremetenacum a messenger met
us in haste, a blood-spattered man on a hard-ridden horse. “Lord,”
he said, hardly waiting to draw rein, “the Saxons are out—they have
passed Verbeia and will be closing in on Olenacum by now. We knew
you would be on the road, and I came this way in hopes of finding
you. Come you now, and we can catch them while they sleep!”

“Na, na,” said Gwallawg, “let me think. We
have come a long ride already today, and Olenacum is half as far
again.” And he sat his big bay stallion in silence for a moment,
running his fingers absently through his curly red hair and
frowning. “Na,” he said then, “we will stop here to eat, and tend
the horses, and rest for a while. Then we will ride on with you,
friend, at moon-rise, and take them just before dawn, when their
sleep will be heaviest and their sentries tired. Rhys, Cadfan, take
the men on into camp and see to it. Sister’s-Son, do you ride this
war-trail with me?”

“Gladly,” said Neirin, his face alight. “It
is long and long since I carried a spear in battle!”

“Sa, sa, I will find you one then, and one
for your friend as well,” said Gwallawg, grinning. “Let us ride on.
And you, friend”—this to the messenger—“let you ride with me and
tell me all that you know. What is their strength?”

“Two or three score, Lord,” said the man,
turning his horse to ride with us, “about the same as yours, so far
as I could judge. They are burning as they come, Lord, and driving
off the cattle.”

“They will pay sarhaed for that tomorrow,”
said Gwallawg. “Come you now, and rest and eat with us, and we will
find you a fresh horse: then tonight you can show us the way.”

So it was that very late that night, as the
old moon was westering and the pre-dawn light beginning to show
along the eastern horizon, I found myself sitting my pony with half
of the war-band on the road just west of Olenacum, while Gwallawg
and the other half circled round to strike the Saxon’s camp from
the east. The night was very quiet where we were, so quiet I could
hear the distant voice of the river we had forded earlier, and the
call of a hunting owl in the copse near us sounded loud. Now and
then there was the faint jink of metal as one of the horses moved
restlessly, or the creak of leather when one of the riders shifted
his weight. The spear shaft in my hand felt heavy and unfamiliar,
but at least I knew what to do with it; I had ridden on one or two
cattle-raids as a boy, before I left Pengwern. I felt the old
excitement rising up in me now, the anticipation which stirs the
blood and sets the heart beating faster, and tightened my grip
unconsciously on the light cavalry bucker I carried in my left
hand. I looked at Neirin beside me and saw his teeth flash white in
the moonlight as he grinned. Every moment now the light was
growing. When would Gwallawg strike?

Even as the thought formed in my mind, I
heard the distant smother of sound, pierced by shouts and screams
of pain, and the high bright notes of a hunting horn. “Now!” said
Rhys, the troop-leader, and we broke from a stand into a trot, and
then a canter, a ragged body of horsemen roughly centered on the
Roman road and heading for the Saxon watch-fires just outside the
old walls. Then we were in amongst them, and the world was a
swirling red confusion which I cannot now well remember or
describe. Only brief glimpses of it stay with me: the snarling face
of the Saxon who took my spear in his throat, and the dark gush of
his blood as I tore the point free again—the first man I ever
killed; the blow from a Saxon sword that cleft my light shield of
wicker-work and leather, and would have taken off my arm if I had
not had that shield; the other sword-blow that might have killed me
in its turn had not Neirin beside me cut off the man’s head with
his new blade before it could land, and the fountain of blood from
the severed neck that splattered us both; the second man I
speared—in the belly, that time—and the way the spear was torn from
my hand, half pulling me from the saddle as my pony carried me
onward; the screams of wounded men and horses, and the hot bright
pain in my leg where someone’s steel went home; and my clumsy
efforts with my new sword to be more of a danger to the enemy than
to myself or my friends.

Then the Saxons—those who survived—were gone,
streaming away to the east with Gwallawg and half his men in
pursuit, and I was sitting on a broken wall blinking in the early
sunlight while Neirin slit open my blood-soaked trouser leg and
bound a linen rag around the oozing gash in my left thigh. He
himself was bleeding from several minor wounds, but seemed not to
notice it; he looked up from his work and grinned in sheer high
spirits, and I grinned back, the excitement of battle still fizzing
in my blood. “Sa, sa,” he said, “that was a night to remember! But
we must get you some sword practice, brother: have you ever so much
as held one before?”

“Not above once or twice,” I admitted,
laughing. “My uncle was a free man, but no warrior. It was only
spears for me: I never thought to have a sword of my own.”

“No great matter, that,” said Neirin,
straightening up and wiping his bloody hands on the skirts of his
filthy tunic. “Hai mai! I could do with breakfast! Let us go
and see what the Saxons have left.”

What they had left was not good seeing. The
little town beside the remains of the old marching camp had been
half-ruined already, but the Saxons had finished the work. Whatever
could burn had done so; acrid smoke still rose from the charred
timbers and caught in the throat, and it was not like the clean
smoke of a hearth-fire. Here and there in the street there was a
body, human or animal. One of them had been a girl, much the same
age and coloring as the shepherd girls on the high tops above
Aquae. This one might have been pretty, too; I could not tell. I
stood and stared; I could not help myself. Neirin, seeing I had
stopped, looked back. He frowned, his dark brows almost meeting,
and his nose wrinkled in disgust; then he took my arm and walked me
along. “Come you on, Gwernin,” he said. “There is nothing to be
done here. Come you on.” And I came. But that was the day I really
began to hate the Saxons. Now that I am old, I know that all armies
do this on occasion, for there is evil, as there is good, in every
race of men upon the green earth; but until that morning I had not
seen the face of war.

At the end of the village we caught up with
some of our own men, who had killed a cow and were spitting the
meat to cook. They had found a store of heather-beer, too, and
shared some of it with us. I drank it off as if it had been water,
but it took the sick taste out of my mouth, and presently that and
the smell of the sizzling cow-meat reminded me that I was hungry.
The surviving townspeople had begun to trickle back from the wooded
hills where they had spent the night with such of their possessions
as they had been able to save when the raiders came. Someone gave
me a barley-bannock, and I sat chewing it and waiting for the meat
to be done, resting my leg and wondering if I could get a woman to
sew up my trews where Neirin had slit them; I had only the one
other pair in my baggage-roll, and those were my good ones.

Toward mid-morning Gwallawg came back with
part of his men; the rest, I gathered, were still harrying the
fleeing Saxons. After he had seen to the horse-lines and dismissed
his troop to eat and rest, he joined us for breakfast. He was in a
good humor, his hazel eyes twinkling above his bushy red beard, for
we had killed twelve or thirteen of the raiders at little cost to
ourselves, and looked likely to recover most of the stolen cattle.
It was while he was sitting by our fire, a hunk of dripping meat in
one hand and a horn of beer in the other, that we became aware of a
disturbance coming our way. Then the soldiers around us fell back
to allow two of their number through, who were half-carrying and
half-dragging a third man between them. They threw him down in
front of Gwallawg, where he got slowly to his knees: a fair-haired
youth not much older than I, with his golden beard just starting,
and his face covered in blood from a gash on his forehead. It did
not need his long-sleeved tunic or his sullen expression to tell me
what he was: a Saxon prisoner.

Gwallawg’s eyebrows shot up, but otherwise he
did not move. “Sa, sa,” he said, “and where did you find this
beauty?”

The soldiers grinned, standing behind their
prize with their hands suggestively on their sword-hilts. “Near the
outer defenses,” said one. “We were clearing the bodies and saw
this one move. He looks to have been trampled in the first
rush.”

“That is his misfortune,” said Gwallawg,
looking the boy over. “I see you have not robbed him.” For the
prisoner still wore a fine belt with an elaborate bronze buckle,
and broad silver bracelets on his wrists.

“Na, na,” said the other soldier, “we brought
him in all his finery so that you might admire him. Like enough we
will get the remains when you are through.” And there was general
laughter. I saw the prisoner’s eyes flick around the circle before
going back to Gwallawg, but he kept his head well up. Whether he
understood our speech I could not tell, but he could not much
mistake its meaning.

Gwallawg spoke suddenly to him: “Who are you?
What is your name?” And getting no response, he repeated it in the
Saxon tongue: “Hwæt is ðin nama? Hwa aert ðu? Saga hwaet ðu
hattst!”

“Ic hatte Wulfstan,” said the boy in
surprise, and then he shut his mouth. To Gwallawg’s further
questions he returned no answer, only glaring in sullen defiance,
until the Prince shook his head.

“I have no more time for this, and I doubt he
knows anything useful.” And he nodded to the two soldiers. “Take
him away and cut his throat.”

The prisoner understood that; his eyes grew
wide, but still he maintained his silence. The soldiers behind him
laughed and took him by the shoulders to drag him away. And I
surprised myself by lurching to my feet, saying, “Wait, Lord.”

Gwallawg turned to me, surprise in his face.
“Gwernin? Have you a claim here?”

“No, Lord,” I said, “but surely it is a waste
to kill him out of hand? There must be some better use for him.” I
would not admit, even to myself, that the prisoner’s courage had
moved me.

Gwallawg sighed with barely contained
impatience. “What would you suggest? Here we are on the war-trail,
ready to ride on in a few hours, you to the North and I in pursuit
of my enemies. Would you drag this Saxon trash along with you, to
cut your throat while you sleep? I would not.”

I looked at the Saxon, still on his knees,
dumb-sullen. “Na, na,” I said, “Nor would I. But he must have some
value. He and his kind have caused much damage here—give him to the
townspeople, to work as a slave in the rebuilding.”

Gwallawg laughed harshly. “An apt punishment!
Will he thank you, I wonder?” And to the soldiers: “Brân, Rhun, let
it be with him as the Storyteller says; but the two of you can have
the trinkets. Take him first to the smithy, to put chains on him,
lest he run.” And cramming the rest of his breakfast into his
mouth, he stood up and headed off to inspect the town.

I stood for a moment watching the soldiers
drag their prisoner away; then I sat down again, for my leg was
hurting, and looked around at Neirin beside me. “Did I do wrong?” I
asked, remembering the little dark girl, dead in the street—and
dead in such a way! But killing this boy would not bring her back
to life.

Neirin smiled a little and shook his head at
me. “Na, I would not be knowing. But I think you have more
forgiveness in you than I have, for all that you are no Christian.”
He stood up and stretched down his hand to me. “I am going down to
the baggage train to check on our gear, before our pack-pony
disappears, harps and all. Do you come with me, or would you rather
rest?”

“I will come,” I said, and took his hand, and
he hauled me to my feet again. “I am for leaving this place as soon
as we well may.” And we went away to look for our ponies, and I
thought no more of the young Saxon and his fate—or at least, not
that day.

In early afternoon Gwallawg bade us farewell,
embracing us both cheerfully, and rode off with his war-band to
follow up the pursuit, advising us to spend the night in Olenacum
before setting off cross-country to cut the Roman road again south
of Calacum. But we had seen enough of Olenacum, and we took
ourselves and our tired ponies back across the ford and up the long
slopes to the moors; and that night we camped in the silence of the
high places, and washed ourselves and our bloody clothes in a
little peaty stream that chuckled through the heather there; and
when we slept, we slept sound. And the next day we set our faces
towards the North, and rode on toward the court of Urien
Rheged.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 6: Tristfardd

It took us many more days than it should have
to reach Luguvalium, that fine city on the old Roman Wall where
Urien Rheged had his chief court, and I was the cause of the delay.
The wound I got in the fighting at Olenacum festered and would not
heal, and we had to stop more than once on the way to rest it, and
to renew the herbal dressings that Neirin and I contrived between
us: for I had learned a little herb-lore on my travels, and Neirin
knew rather more than I. Still, I had some anxious days and
uncomfortable nights before our efforts began to have effect, and
the ugly red streaks above the wound cleared at last, and the
jagged cut itself ceased to drain and closed cleanly. I carry the
scar of that first battle to this day, but it was a good lesson:
since then I have always remembered that prevention is easier than
cure, and have been more careful in the cleansing of wounds.

Had it not been for that mishap, our ride
north would have been pure joy. The weather was mostly fine and
warm, and made camping a pleasure rather than a hardship; Neirin
found time to give me some lessons in swordsmanship, though
perforce mostly on horseback until my leg healed; and we talked all
through the sunny days and half the pale nights, sharing songs and
stories as well as our own personal tales. But the moon which had
been waning when we waited for the fight at Olenacum was new before
we reached Luguvalium, and too much of our summer had already
slipped away.

Into every summer journey, however, some rain
must fall. It was while we were still some way south of Brocavum,
following the climbing road that leads up the Lune valley toward
the pass through the hills, that our golden weather left us. The
clouds which had been thin and pale when we awoke that morning grew
lower and darker as the day wore on, dropping to brush the high
hills to our east with their dangling fringes, and then to veil the
whole countryside with a blue-gray mist of rain. We put on our
rain-cloaks, checked the coverings of our gear on the pack-pony,
and rode on, but we were glad to see a steading ahead of us in the
valley that evening, and smell the hint of blue wood-smoke that
mingled with the rich scents of the rain-wet earth.

The farm-folk were glad of company, for many
of their people were up on the high fells with the sheep and
cattle. They welcomed us into the big thatched house-place and
brought us to the fire, which was grateful after the chill of the
rain. When they found we were bards, their pleasure knew no bounds,
and that night after we had eaten we entertained them, I with my
tale of Arthur and the Three Truths and Neirin with some of his
harping.

“That was good playing indeed,” said the
gray-haired farmer afterwards. “It is long and long since we had a
harper in this hall, and longer since we heard such a good one, for
men who wake their music for kings stop seldom at such a place as
this.”

“There was once one who did,” said his old
wife beside him. “Though his music was not so bright and fair as
yours, lad.”

“Aye, that is true,” said the farmer. “Sad
was his music, and sad his fate, the poor man, though some say he
deserved it. The Sad Bard, they called him—Tristfardd.” And looking
at me, he asked, “Do you know his tale, lad?”

“I have heard of him,” I said slowly. “But
you who have met him should know his tale better than I, who only
heard it told once by my master Talhaearn.”

“Na, but we are not storytellers,” said the
wife smiling. “Do you tell it to us as you have heard it, far away
in the South.”

I looked at Neirin, and he nodded. “Sa, let
you tell it, Gwernin. I should like to hear it again as well.”

“Very well,” I said. “This is the tale of
Tristfardd, Pencerdd to Urien Rheged, as I heard it once
from my master.” I paused a moment thinking, to gather the stands
of the story as I remembered it, and then I began.

“Urien King of Rheged you will know well by
repute, living so close to his lands as you do. He has not now a
Chief Bard in his court, nor has he had one for many years, only
lesser bards who come and go with the seasons. But once he had such
a man in his service, and that one was called Tristfardd.

“Three sorts of music there are that a
harper-bard must command: the music of joy, and the music of sleep,
and the music of sorrow. All of these Tristfardd could play, but it
was in the last, the cerdd drist, that he excelled, and so he got
his name.

“In those days Urien was a young king,
recently come into his lordship in Rheged. And young also was
Urien’s wife, Modron ferch Afallach, and she was of surpassing
beauty. As he played one night in Urien’s llys, Tristfardd
gazed upon her, and as he looked, he fell under the spell of that
beauty, so that every part of him was filled with love and desire
for Urien’s wife. And she looked upon him, and though he was not
comely, the enchantment of his music entered into her heart, and
she loved him in return. And when Urien was next away from his
court, they found opportunity to be together, and to fulfill their
love; and they were happy. But when Urien came back, they were
apart again, and miserable. And this went on for some time.

“At last Tristfardd could no longer bear this
having-and-not-having, and he determined to go away. For three
years he wandered throughout the land of Britain, without once
coming near to the court of Rheged. And in all that time he had no
peace, and his heart was eaten up with longing for Urien’s wife.
And he knew that it was the same for her.

“Finally he decided to try and see her again.
It was then autumn, with the winter closing in, and threatening
soon to shut all the ways with snow, and the thought of spending
another half-year away from Modron was more than Tristfardd could
bear. So he set out toward the court of Rheged. It was cold, wet
weather, and as he drew near to Urien’s llys it grew worse,
so that by late afternoon he was so chilled and weary that he was
forced to stop for a while in the shelter of some woods and build a
fire to warm himself. And while he was trying to light the fire,
with the wet wood hissing and spitting and refusing to burn, he
heard a horseman coming; and peering through the cloud of smoke
around him, he saw a tall man on a bay mare. As the man came
closer, Tristfardd saw that he was all muffled up in a heavy hooded
cloak against the rain, so that nothing could be seen of him but
his beard, which was gray-streaked like the pelt of a badger.
Tristfardd called out to him, and asked him if he had been recently
at Urien’s llys.

“ ‘Sa, I have that,’ said the stranger.

“ ‘And was Urien then at home?’ asked
Tristfardd.

“ ‘He was there when I was there,’ replied
the stranger.

“Then Tristfardd asked the stranger to carry
a message to Urien’s wife, and beg her to meet him tomorrow at a
place near the court which they both knew well. And the stranger
agreed, and rode on his way. But what Tristfardd did not know was
that the stranger with whom he had been speaking was Urien himself;
for in the three years since they had last met, Urien’s beard had
turned gray.

“When Urien arrived home, he told his wife
what had happened, and he ordered her to meet Tristfardd the next
day and send him away. And she went; but as soon as she and the
Bard saw each other, they knew they could not bear to be parted
again. Even though she warned Tristfardd that Urien knew of their
love, he would not leave her, and she could not bring herself to
send him away.

“When Modron returned to the llys,
Urien asked her if she had done as he ordered, and she admitted
that she had not. Then Urien was angry, and he took his sword and
went out to slay the Bard. But when Tristfardd saw him coming he
knew him, and begged Urien to spare his life, and to let him stay
at the court where he might at least see the Queen, for without the
sight of her his life was not worth the living. And Urien agreed,
on two conditions: that Tristfardd should no longer entice Modron
to love him, and that he should never again speak to Urien himself
of his desire for her. Tristfardd swore that he would keep to these
terms, and he returned with Urien to the llys. And that
night Tristfardd sang again in the hall of Urien Rheged, and he had
the sight of the Queen in his eyes to comfort him, and she had him
in hers.”

I paused, thinking back to the stormy evening
last autumn when I had first heard Talhaearn tell that tale. It had
been told then as a caution to our Prince’s young wife and one of
his lords. Now it was told to entertain, and yet I could hear in
memory the very pitch and cadence of my master’s voice. Trying to
match it, I went on.

“So things continued for half a year or more.
But at last neither the Queen nor the Bard could bear to be always
seeing each other, and never touching, and so they found a chance
when Urien was away to come together in secret, and they once more
became lovers.

“One day when Urien went out hunting, he took
Tristfardd with him on a whim as one of his party. After they had
killed their deer, they shared around a skin of strong wine, and
Tristfardd, who was weary, drank more of it than he ought.
Presently his horse went lame, and as they were then approaching a
river, Urien took the Bard up behind him on his own mare to ford
it.

“As they were crossing the river, Urien said,
‘A fine little mare this is indeed, who bears the both of us on her
four slender legs.’

“ ‘Fine also,’ said Tristfardd, the wine
speaking through him, ‘are the two slender legs that bear us
both.’

“ ‘Ha!’ cried Urien, ‘I see that you have
broken your vow, and taunt me again with your lust for my wife!’
And on reaching the bank, he pulled out his sword and slew
Tristfardd, so that the river ran red with his blood; and that
place has ever after been called Rhyd Tristfardd. And from that day
to this, there has not been a Chief Bard in the court of Urien
Rheged.”

“Ah, now that was well told,” said the farmer
when his folk had finished their applause. “And I do think you have
the kernel of truth in it, though maybe the tale has grown somewhat
in its travels.”

“That may be so,” I said, smiling. “But this
is how I heard it. What would you reckon, then, is the truth that I
have not heard?”

“Hmm,” said the farmer, and he rubbed his
blunt brown nose. “I am no storyteller, and it would come somewhat
bald and plain from me.”

“Na, husband, you are none so bad,” said his
wife comfortably. “Do you tell the tale to the lads as we know it
here.”

“Oh, very well,” said the farmer, and he
paused a moment, pulling at his gray beard and frowning. “Some of
this,” he said slowly, “we heard from a traveler, not long after
the thing happened, and some of it I know for myself, by my own
eyes and ears.” He stared for a moment longer into the fire, and
shook his head, and began.

“I saw the man called Tristfardd three times
in my life, though only once to speak to, and I cannot claim to
know his mind, or why he did what he did, or even what that was.
True word it is, that men will do strange things for want of
women.” And here he met his wife’s eyes, and they smiled briefly at
each other; then he went on.

“The first time I saw the Bard was eighteen
or twenty years ago, around about the time of Camlann fight. I was
a young man myself then, and not long wed to my lass here, and I
had still a young man’s eye for the girls, though I say it as ought
not. My cousins and I had driven some of our sheep up to Brocavum
over the pass for the autumn market there—the prices are sometimes
better than at Calc to the south of us—and we were there when Urien
and his party came by, bringing home his bride. And a great company
he had with him, and a strong war-band as escort, for the times
were unsettled. But I saw his lady wife in her horse-litter,
pulling back the curtains to look at the people and smiling like
the sunrise; and I saw the Bard riding near her, with his harp-case
on his shoulder. And she was shining fair as a bright spring
morning, when the early sun touches the mist and sets it afire; but
he had a face on him dark and bitter as a cold winter’s day, and he
was not young. They came, and they passed, and I took my attention
back to the sheep-pens, which was as it should be, and thought no
more of them then.

“The second time I saw the Bard was two years
later, or it might have been three. I remember my lass here had
been brought to bed a while before that with our first-born, and we
had been holding the naming-feast that day, and were making merry
afterwards. It was autumn again, not long before Samhain, with the
cold weather coming on—winter comes hard in these hills. Raining it
was that day, with the burns running full, and going on for dark
when he came to our door for shelter. Truth to tell, I would not
have known him again, but for the harp case, for he was all alone,
and wet as a trout as well, having come away from the court, as it
seemed, with only his horse, and his harp, and the clothes he stood
up in, and little enough besides.”

“Ah, I remember,” said his wife nodding. “We
brought him to the fire, and warmed him with ale, and loaned him
one of your old tunics, love. And by and by he began to look like a
living man, and toasted my boy, and even played us some music. But
times and times, when no one was speaking to him, he would go quiet
again; and then he looked like a man who has seen the Wild Hunt,
and had them on his heels.” And she shook her head at the
memory.

“Well, well, that is as may be,” said the
farmer. “I remember he stayed with us a day or two, until the rain
let up, and then he was away to the South. Not so long afterwards
we heard he had cut a man in a fight, in the King’s own hall, and
Urien was wanting to lay hands on him. But I reckon the man
survived, for we heard no more of the tale.”

“Na, and I never believed it myself,” said
his wife. “He was no man to be fighting, was the Bard. He was too
gentle. I wish I could remember all of the song he sang for me, the
night before he left us; so sad it was, and yet so sweet!”

“Hmm,” said the farmer. “I would not be
knowing about that. Myself, I would say he looked a good man of his
hands, but women see these things differently.” And he fell silent,
staring into the fire.

“What was the third time, then, that you saw
him?” Neirin asked after a while, and the farmer looked up at us
again.

“The third time—yes, the third time,” he
said. “Another two years, was it, wife, or was it three?”

“Three,” said his wife, and sighed. “It was
the year our second boy was born, who died in the Black
Winter.”

“Mmm, yes,” said the farmer, and his mouth
was wry. Neirin and I made sympathetic noises. “Well,” he said, “to
finish the tale… I had been up to Brocavum again to the autumn
market, and was coming back on my own, when I heard away off in the
hills the sounds of a hunting horn, and dogs barking, and men
hallooing and shouting. Somewhere ahead of me they crossed the
road, and their noise was louder then. I heard a horse neighing in
fear or pain, and a scream that might have been an animal, and
might have been a man. Presently I met them all coming back along
the road—more like a war-band than a hunt, they were, laughing and
shouting as men will when their blood is up, and Urien in the midst
of them, the loudest of them all. There was a led horse at the
back, but no sign of any game, nor any plunder, either; and I
thought that was strange, but it was none of my business. It was
only when I came to the ford on the River Lyvennet that I saw what
they had been hunting, or rather who: it was the Bard.”

“Was he dead?” I asked after a few moments,
when he seemed disinclined to go on. The farmer looked up again and
shook his head.

“Not quite,” he said simply, “but he was
beyond speech, as a man may be when he has a boar-spear through his
body, and half his blood poured out on the sand around him. I got
down and looked, but there was no helping him, though I did what I
could. Afterwards I pulled out the spear, and piled the stones over
him, and came away.” He sighed. “We did hear afterwards that the
Queen was main sick all that winter, and like to die, but in the
end she recovered and was brought to bed around Beltane of a boy.
That would be Urien’s second son, would it not, wife?”

“Aye,” said the woman. “His first-born was
one of twins, so they say, and fair as their mother is fair, though
Urien is black.”

“So he is,” said the farmer, and yawned.
“Well, that is my tale, lads, and time it is now for bed.”

“Indeed, and we thank you for it,” I said.
“But tell me this: did you ever hear of a reason why Urien killed
the Bard?”

“Na, I never did,” said the farmer, getting
to his feet. “And after what I saw, I was not inclined to ask. But
one part of your tale at least is true, lad: from what I hear,
Urien is generous to entertainers, and welcomes them all. But he
does not keep them long about him, and from that day to this, he
has never had a Chief Bard at his court. So have a care, when you
stand in the court of Urien Rheged.”

“Indeed, and I will,” I said, and Neirin
echoed my words, though he looked thoughtful.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 7: The Court of
Urien Rheged

Luguvalium—the place of Lugh-on-the-Wall—was
as great a town as any I had so far seen in my journeying. More: it
was still a living town, with undamaged buildings and running
fountains. It lay at the west end of the great Wall of Hadrian,
where that eighty-mile-long barrier comes down from the hills to
the sea—the Sea of Rheged, some call it, though the north side of
that wide bay is a different land, with a different Lord.

It was just before sunset when we rode in
through the town gate, and the warm western light seemed to burn in
the red tile roofs and mellow brick-work. We were tired and hungry,
for the south end of Rheged is little peopled, being mostly marsh
and rough moor-land; and once we had reached the Eden valley and
found Urien was not at Brocavum, we had pressed on up the good
Roman road without pause. Still, the abundance of this court was
legendary, and we looked forward to a good dinner that night.

I noticed as we rode in that the people of
the town looked well-fed and well-pleased with themselves, the
shops and markets busy and profitable. Luguvalium had been the
headquarters of the Roman army in the North, and thereby weathered
disturbances which had damaged other towns, and clearly its good
fortune had not entirely departed. As we came to Urien’s court in
the center of the place, I wondered about our welcome, but Neirin
had been right: we were both of us wearing our harp-cases, slung
baldric-wise on their shoulder-straps, and it seemed that this was
all the identification needed here: soldiers at the gates of the
llys waved us through, boys came running to hold our horses,
and other servants led us to a guest-room along the east wall. Wine
and water appeared like magic, and we were bidden make ourselves
comfortable, and come to the fire-hall at our leisure, where we
would be welcome. It was so easy we could hardly keep from grinning
at each other.

On inquiry Neirin found that the bathhouse
here still functioned, so we went there first to wash off the dust
of the road. It was twilight by then, and we did not linger, but
the cold plunge was refreshing. After that, clean and in fresh
clothes—my best and Neirin’s next-to-best—we made our way to the
hall. It was easy to find, and not only for its size: music and
voices and firelight poured out from its doors like a river. We
found seats at one of the trestle tables near the lower end, and at
once servants brought us bowls and cups, and platters were passed
our way, full to overflowing with meat and bread and other good
things. I hardly noticed what I ate for looking at the high table
and the people there: and they were well worth the seeing.

At the center of the table sat a big man in
healthy middle age, richly dressed in robes of black and scarlet
and gold. His beard was streaked with grey, but his long hair, held
back by a band of gold, was still dark, and his broad face was
deeply tanned. Beside him sat a woman, and it was she who caught
and held my attention. Almost as tall as the man, she was as
different from him as she well could be: pale clear skin she had,
and hair that was almost silver, and strange dark eyes, and with it
all great beauty. And yet I saw in her a deep sadness; so might
Gueneviere have looked after Camlann fight, when all that she had
lived for had died. I turned to say as much to Neirin—no on else
would have heard me in the tumult of that hall!—and saw his gaze
was elsewhere, on a tall young man and woman who had just entered
by a door at the upper end of the hall. They were both richly
dressed, as like the pale woman as they well could be, and clearly
brother and sister; they came along behind the table, pausing to
speak to her and the gold-crowned man, and then found themselves
places and sat down. I looked at Neirin again, and this time he
nodded. “Urien himself, and his wife Modron, and their twins Owain
and Morfudd.” His gaze went back to the high table; he drew a deep
breath. “Sa, sa,” he said softly, “never did I think that a woman
could be so beautiful.”

“Yes. She burns like a still flame,” I said.
“So beautiful, and yet so sad.”

“Sad?” Neirin looked round at me in
astonishment; then he grinned, and his eyes began to dance. “Hai
mai! I think we are not looking in the same place, at all: it
was the daughter I meant, and not the mother!” And his gaze went
back, as if against his will, to Morfudd where she sat beside her
brother Owain, all unaware of his regard. For myself, I looked
thoughtfully at Neirin for a moment, and then reapplied myself to
my supper; I felt I was going to need all my strength before long.
I remembered well the tale of Tristfardd, who had once loved Modron
the Queen too well and died of it, and I did not think a traveling
bard would be a welcome suitor for the only daughter of Urien the
King.

“Na, na, na!” said Neirin later that evening
in our lodgings; he had been saying it for some time. “Of course I
would not be doing such a thing; I am remembering our mission here
as well as you are. It is only—it is only—” He paused, running his
hands distractedly through his dark red hair and rumpling it still
further. “By all the gods!” he said, half to himself. “Never did I
think that such a thing as this could be happening to me!” He gave
a reluctant laugh. “And she has not so much as seen me! I am well
served, maybe, for some of my past adventures. But I must be
speaking with her somehow, I must!” And he flung up from the bed
where he had been sitting, and began to walk around the room again
in a hasty, restless way, as if unable to keep still.

I yawned; I could not help myself: it had
been a long day. “Well, if you must, then you must,” I said. “You
are the leader of this expedition, after all. But do you come to
bed now, and get you some rest; you will not see her the sooner for
all this pacing about.”

“Na, na, I cannot; there is no sleep in me
tonight. I am for the fresh air: maybe it will cool me.” As he
spoke Neirin took his cloak from the bench by the wall and flung it
over his shoulder. At the door he looked back, grinning. “Do not
you be worrying: I am not for running my head in a noose. I will
see you in the morning.” And before I could argue he slipped out,
closing the door softly behind him, and leaving me in great
uneasiness to get what rest I could.

He was as good as his word: I was roused at
dawn by the sound of the latch, and in he came, light-footed as
ever, dropping his cloak on his unused bed and bending down to take
his harp from her case. Sitting on the bench, he began to check her
tuning, his movements delicate and unhurried, and his lean fingers
deft on the silver harp-key. I frowned a little, wondering if he
had been walking in the rain, for his hair was wet, and plastered
around his face in curling tendrils; but his clothes seemed dry
enough. He caught the questioning look in my eyes and grinned
ruefully. “The bathhouse was open, so I went in: cold water has its
uses.” And he struck a run of notes and began to play, softly and
hesitantly. I lay listening for a while, and drifted off to sleep
before I knew it. When I woke again it was full morning, and Neirin
and his harp were gone.

It was the music that led me to him in the
end. I had made my way halfway around the llys by then,
looking and occasionally asking questions, but though I met several
other entertainers on my quest, no one would admit to having seen a
red-headed man with a harp. Either they were as common as sparrows
here, and not worth the noticing, or Neirin had discovered how to
make himself invisible: a possibility not to be discounted in
Taliesin’s pupil. I looked into the hall, the bathhouse, the
stables, the kitchen quarters, and several empty courtyards, all to
no avail; but at last a distant snatch of melody caught my ear, and
a familiar voice. Harp-song is not as carrying as drums and
trumpets, but a garden wall cannot contain it. The gate was closed,
but the drooping limbs of an apple tree offered at once a way in
and a concealment; I chinned myself on a branch, found a purchase
for my feet, and looked over the wall.

The garden was small, and clearly very old;
perhaps it had belonged to the Commander of the North, when the
llys itself was part of a Roman fortress. At one end was a
fountain, where water flowed from the mouth of an ancient stone
lion to trickle into a mossy basin and vanish. At the other end,
seated on a wooden bench, was Modron the Queen, with her daughter
and two other young women beside her, their fine woolen robes
bright as a bed of summer flowers again the grey stone wall. And in
front of them was Neirin, sitting cross-legged on the stone-flagged
garden path, and looking very much at home, with his harp in his
lap and the morning sunlight glowing like fire in his red hair.
Even as I watched the Queen smiled, and said something I could not
catch, and he began a new piece, the piece he had been playing in
our room that morning. After a while, in and around the phrases of
melody, he began to sing. It was not like any song I had ever heard
a bard make before, where the harp is usually there to strengthen
the beat of the words. But Neirin’s harping was not like any I had
ever heard before, either; maybe that was the difference. The women
were watching him intently, their eyes bright and their mouths a
little open, as if to drink his words.

 


“Silver flows now bright as moonlight;

Cool lady’s light calling my name.

Now from their home, free they come riding,

Bridles ringing, bridging the sky.

Locked away, lost in cold darkness,

Silver sparkles, shining in night.

Arrow’s flight, unerring archer,

Strikes her target, shines silver-bright…”

 


Frowning, I was trying to make sense of this
rapid steam of words and music, when abruptly I felt a grip on my
ankles. The next moment my feet were jerked out from under me and I
came crashing down from my perch, scraping my face and hands on the
wall as I did so, to land hard on the path below. At the shock my
left leg gave me a sharp stab of pain, but I rolled and came to my
feet, to find myself facing a dark boy a year or so younger than
myself. “Why did you do that?” I asked indignantly, trying to keep
my voice down—for music was still floating over the wall, and I did
not want to interrupt Neirin’s performance with a brawl.

“Why were you looking into our garden?” asked
the boy in his turn. “And who are you, anyway?” His face was
flushed with anger, and he had a long knife in his right hand,
which he held as if he knew how to use it. I took in his good
clothes and boots and his air of authority, and came to an
unwelcome conclusion: despite his complexion, this was another of
Urien’s sons. Best, I thought, to go warily; and I smiled inwardly,
remembering the farmer’s advice.

“I am Gwernin Storyteller,” I said peaceably.
“I am sorry, I am a stranger here; I heard the harp-song, and
wanted to see who was playing. I thought it might be a friend of
mine. Do you know who it is?”

“Na,” said the boy, and frowned, listening.
“I do not know—but he is very good!” He became aware of the knife
in his hand, and sheathed it. “I am sorry,” he said. “I thought you
were a thief.”

“Well, I am not.” He was a tall boy, almost
my height, black-haired and black-eyed, and with something of his
mother in his face. I smiled at him. “I have told you my name: what
is yours?”

“Cadell, son of Urien King.” Tentatively he
smiled back at me. “What sort of stories do you tell, Gwernin? We
have not had a good storyteller here in some time.”

“I tell many kinds of tales, Prince,” I said.
“Would you come with me now to the hall, and hear one? And perhaps
there may be food: for I have not eaten today.”

“That,” said Cadell, grinning, “I can make
sure of. Let us go to the hall now, and when you have eaten, I will
gladly hear a tale.”

So it came about that I spent some part of
the day telling tales, and when Neirin and I went to the hall that
night, I was called first to perform. He did not mind; he himself
had come back to our room that afternoon with a dreamy, inward
look, and seemed to be attending to no more than half of what I
told him. Teased, he laughed and admitted it, but said he was
tired, and stripping off his tunic lay down and slept at once. Come
evening, though, he was awake and alert, with a look in his amber
eyes that promised mischief.

I had given some thought before-hand as to
which tale I would tell, and eventually settled upon the story of
Cuchulainn’s training with Scáthach in the Western Isles. This
tale, though Irish, contained no bothersome romance, nor any
references to British kings or kingdoms; moreover, there was enough
blood in it to please most war-bands. So indeed it proved; I was
well applauded, and got a rich gift of silver from Urien. It
should, I thought, be enough to buy me a new pair of trews in the
town, with plenty left over.

Then it was Neirin’s turn. He had dressed
with care that evening in his best clothes: a knee-length tunic of
fine-combed wool woven in a pattern of dark red and blue checks,
which should have clashed horribly with his red hair and yet
somehow did not, and dark woolen trews beneath it. The black
leather of his belt and boots gleamed softly with polishing, and
the bronze fittings on his belt and knife sheath glittered like
gold in the torchlight. His hair was pulled back and tied at the
nape of his neck, and his young mustache (better than mine, alas!)
was oiled to make it seem more solid than it was. And his harp was
as fine as he himself. He walked up the center of the hall from
where we had been seated, and took his stance beside the high
table, where he could see Urien and his two eldest children with a
single glance. He looked around the hall calmly—I saw his master in
him that night—and then began to sing.

 


“Great King of the North, your hand is heavy

on all your enemies, on all your foes.

They groan in anguish—Urien’s their master.

From his hard hold they cannot escape…”

 


I let out a sigh, but only half a sigh; so
far it was a straightforward praise song, but it was not over
yet.

 


“Fairest of women, your wife beside you,

and her fine daughter, equally fair…”

 


Well, that was safe enough…

 


“As you in arms crush all before you,

so do all fair ones before them despair…”

 


Careful, Neirin!

 


“Blesséd of Kings with such blesséd children,

blissful the court wherein they do dwell;

blushes I bear; ‘tis bliss to be near them;

best of all beauty, God’s great gift to you.”

 


He stopped; there was applause; Urien said
something complimentary and Neirin replied. Then, after taking the
silver present he was given, he took three steps to his left, went
on one knee before the Lady Morfudd, and offered it to her. There
was a sudden dead silence in the hall. I groaned, and wondered how
fast I could saddle the horses. A frown like a thundercloud
gathered on Urien’s brow. Morfudd’s eyes were locked with Neirin’s.
She said a few words, and his head came up, as if he replied. Then
she smiled, very sweetly, and with another word reached out and
closed his hand over his would-be gift. For just a second her
fingers clung to his; then with a word she released him and sat
back in her seat.

Slowly, like a man mortally wounded, Neirin
stood up. He bowed first to the lady, and then to her father, then
turned and came back down the hall. I glanced once at his face, and
then away. Behind him Urien’s thundercloud-look had changed to
heavy satisfaction, and he was beckoning to another performer.
Neirin walked on past me and out of the hall, and the darkness
beyond swallowed him up. I stayed where I was for a good long time,
to give him privacy, and by and by told another tale at Cadell’s
request. But when at last I went back to our room, Neirin’s bed was
empty, and his cloak was gone.

He had at least left his harp. I took heart
from this, and lay down to wait for him. Eventually I fell asleep
on top of my blankets. Towards morning I woke, stiff and chilled,
and found that he had come back, but so quietly I had not heard
him. He was lying face-down on his bed with his head on his arms,
but I could tell from the tension in his shoulders and his harsh
breathing that he was not asleep.

“Neirin?” I said after a moment. Silence. I
chewed my lip thoughtfully, and tried again. “Neirin? Is it
tomorrow we are leaving?” Still silence. I rolled over and sat up
on the edge of my bed. The scar on my leg was itching, and I rubbed
it absently with my thumb. “Neirin? What did she say?”

At that he turned and looked at me. In the
faint light from the window, his face was blotchy and pale, his
mouth set hard, but his amber eyes were blazing with something like
anger. He looked more like a hawk than ever, and a dangerous one at
that; I would as soon have touched him as a falcon mantling over
her kill. Instead I got up and went to the bench by the door for
the flask of wine and the two cups I had brought away with me from
the hall that night. Neirin took the cup I gave him without a word:
drank, and choked, and drank again until it was empty. Then he
sighed, and some of the anger seemed to go out of him. And at last
he answered me.

“She thanked me,” he said flatly, “very
prettily, and told me she is to be wed next month. She asked me to
keep the silver I had offered her as a bride’s-gift, for the finest
praise poem she had ever heard. She will be marrying Rhydderch Hael
of Strathclyde, and hopes I will sing for her there in his hall
after the wedding feast. And that is the whole of it.”

“Well,” I said practically, “if we are going
to get to Alt Clut and away again before the wedding, we had better
leave tomorrow. But first, I think you need a little sleep, or I
shall have to tie you on your horse by afternoon.” I filled our
cups again, and raised mine. “To better luck at the next court we
visit,” I said. And Neirin smiled faintly, and touched his cup to
mine, and echoed my toast: “To better luck!”

So ended my first visit to the court of Urien
Rheged; but it was not to be my last.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 8:
Goddeu

The back of a pony is a good place for
thinking, especially when the pony in question is ambling slowly up
a straight Roman road on a fine, warm, early-summer’s day, and
there is no urgency in either your traveling or your arrival. So it
was with me on the day we left Luguvalium, passing out through the
north gate of the town which was part of the old Roman wall itself.
For the Eagles who manned that wall, in the days before they flew
south again forever, this had been the end of the world, the edge
of civilization itself. Now it was just a long wall: sometimes—but
not always—a boundary; sometimes—but not always—a defensive
barrier. On the summer day when Neirin and I rode north, it was
both, and neither: for it was the northern boundary of Rheged, and
again it was not. North of it for a way there stretched a debatable
land, presently claimed by Gwenddolau of Arferet, at whose court we
would be stopping that evening if all went well. Beyond his lands
to the west was yet another kingdom, and one not always friendly
either to him or to Rheged: the land of Aliffr Gosgorddfawr, Aliffr
of the Great War-Band, and his twin sons Gwrgi and Peredur. Farther
north up the coast was Elidyr Mwynfawr of Aeron, and beyond him,
Rhydderch Hael of Alt Clut. Neirin had told me that all these kings
and princes were close cousins, but that did not make them better
friends; on the contrary, they fought among themselves like a pack
of starving hounds over one big bone, even as their fathers had
done before them, and when the Saxons came at last it was to prove
their undoing. But that bloody day was still far in the future, and
no one then believed it would ever come, least of all Urien Rheged
himself, who was to be in some sort its cause.

On this sunny afternoon, though, as I jogged
along on the black pony’s back, I was feeling distinctly pleased
with myself. Before Neirin dragged me away from Urien’s llys
that morning, I had received a valuable present, and the way of it
was this. After the previous day’s adventures, I had been first to
wake for a change, and had slipped out of our shared room to see to
the ponies, leaving Neirin still deeply asleep. Crossing the
courtyard in the cool of early morning, I met Urien’s son Cadell,
bent on some business of his own, and greeted him. “Gwernin!” he
said, his dark face brightening. “I liked your stories last night.
Do you know more of the Irish ones? I have not heard those
before.”

“Indeed I do, Prince,” I said, “but alas, I
cannot stay to tell them for you. My friend Neirin is on his way to
a bardic competition in the Gododdin lands, and we have lost too
much time on our way already, because I was injured.” And I touched
my left leg in explanation, where the faint bloodstains and the
crudely mended rent in my trews—I was wearing my old ones that
morning—showed clearly enough what had happened.

“Was it a fight?” asked Cadell with interest,
his eyes following my gesture.

“It was, with Saxon raiders.”

“Oh! I wish I could have been there!” and his
dark eyes sparkled. “But you cannot leave already! You are the best
two entertainers we have had here in a long time!”

“Thank you, Prince,” I said, smiling. “That
is good hearing. Maybe, when we come south again in a few moons, we
can stop here again. But now we must be going, this morning if
possible. And I must go and see to the horses first.”

Cadell sighed. “Well, if you must, then you
must. But do you come back again when you can, Gwernin. Maybe, when
I am a man grown, I will have my own court, and you will join me
there?”

“For a while, I will, if my travels allow
it,” I said, and went on to the stables.

It was some little while latter, when we were
on the very point of departure—Neirin, indeed, was already in the
saddle, anxious to be gone, and I was checking the black pony’s
girth one more time before mounting—that I heard Cadell’s voice
calling me. “Gwernin! I am just in time,” he said, coming up beside
me, a little out of breath, and with a bundle of cloth in his arms.
“This is for you.”

“Why, thank you, Prince,” I said, taking the
bundle. It looked like a cloak or blanket, and a well-worn one at
that.

“Don’t unwrap it until later,” said Cadell,
and grinned. “I know you need some new ones, and there was no time
to get anything made; but Owain would never miss these, and anyway
I will tell him when he comes back from the hunting. They may be a
little long, but I expect you won’t mind that.”

I turned back one corner of the cloak
nevertheless, and saw the bright new cloth within the old.
“What—?”

“Trews,” said Cadell, still grinning. “Father
gave you silver, but I thought these would be more use.” And he
could see by my answering grin that I agreed.

“There it is,” said Neirin, recalling me from
my day-dreaming. “On the hill—do you see it?” He had been quiet
that morning, no doubt engaged with his own thoughts, which would
have been heavy enough. I looked where he pointed, at a chain of
three steep, forested hills ahead of us. Our road was heading
toward the tallest, which showed cleared patches on its side and
crest, and what might be old fortifications. “The tower on top?” I
asked.

“Na, though that is a part of it. Lower down,
where the new stockade shows above the old walls. That is
Gwenddolau’s western court—Hêncastell, the men at the ford called
it—where he should be tonight. And so should we.”

“Is it another old Roman camp?” I asked, to
keep him talking and pass the time.

“It is, and the last we will be seeing for a
while and a while, I would think. There are not many in the land
between the Walls, and those are mostly along the East Road, or so
Taliesin says. I have not been that way myself, so I would not be
knowing.” He fell silent again for a while; then his irrepressible
good humor bubbled up, and he laughed ruefully. “I am thinking he
will not be too well pleased with me, after yesterday. It was my
job to come and observe, not to make myself memorable before Urien
and all his company! Hai mai, but I have made a mess of
it!”

“Umm,” I said, remembering a day last year
when Taliesin had not been well pleased with me… It was not a
memory I cherished. “That is not good. Will he beat you, do you
think?”

“Na, na, nothing so easy.” And Neirin gave a
little shiver, for all that the day was warm. “I would not be
minding that. He will just—look—at me…” He sighed. “Well, I have
deserved it. But by all the gods, I doubt me I could have done
otherwise, once I had seen her…” And he lapsed again into
thoughtful silence until we reached Gwenddolau’s court of
Hêncastell.

This was a set of wood and thatch buildings,
a long way down the scale of impressiveness from the ones we had
just left, and surrounded by a new palisade, on which men were
still working. The whole lay within one corner of an old Roman
fort, part of whose stone was being robbed to reinforce the new
walls. I gazed at them thoughtfully as we rode in; I must admit
that if I had Urien for a near neighbor, I would have been looking
to my defenses myself. In fact I found that this was not
Gwenddolau’s only reason: his neighbors to the west were restless,
too. He had another court farther east at Castellum—we had passed
near it that morning—but this was his current favorite. He was
restoring the watch-tower on the hill above as well, and kept it
manned: a prudent Prince, in fact.

Despite the make-shift nature of some of his
arrangements (no bathhouse: I must admit that I mourned), his
hospitality was generous enough. Even though his guest-house was
wattle-and-daub and reed thatch, not stone and tile, the beds were
clean and comfortable, and the welcome in his mead-hall warmer than
that in Urien’s, because more personal. He was younger than Urien,
with a lively face and a long, curly mane of red-gold hair, and his
eyes were a sort of greenish-brown, like a forest stream. Much of
his land was forest as well—Goddeu, some called it, the southern
end of the great Forest of Calidon—and the oaks and pines of that
old woodland wrapped the hill on which his fortress lay. Winters
were cold here, snows sometimes lay deep, and the wolf-packs were
never far from his walls; but all the wolves in Calidon could not
match his neighbors for fierceness, and he had need of a strong
fortress, and a strong war-band, to hold the corn-lands and
pastures we had ridden through that day. The oddest thing about him
I did not learn until later: Gwenddolau was no friend to the
Christus, and there were no churches in his lands.

I told that night, at his urging, the tale of
Gwydion mab Dôn, and how he stole Pryderi’s pigs, and brought them
to Arvon. Now Gwydion, as you know, was a magician, and a warrior,
and a trickster, and in some sort a god in the land of Gwynedd in
north Wales. The tale of how he went to Dyfed in the south, and by
trickery made off with the magical pigs belonging to Pryderi son of
Pwyll, the lord of that land, is one that begins in lust, and ends
in blood with the death of Pryderi, and many other good men
besides. It is the center of a knot of tales about the Children of
Dôn, which conclude with the miraculous birth and rearing of Llew
of the Skillful Hand, he who is celebrated at summer’s end in the
Lughnasadh festival, which the Christians call Lammas. In some
versions of that tale Gwydion is Llew’s uncle, and in some versions
his father, but in all of them his magic is older and darker and it
may be more powerful than Llew’s, and though Llew afterwards came
to rule for a time in Gwynedd, Gwydion was not defeated; and
although he may have been imprisoned for a time, he has not wholly
withdrawn from that land, as I had cause to know.

That night I told the story of the stealing
of Pryderi’s pigs, and the battle which resulted, and I told it
with vigor. Gwenddolau’s war-band were all young men like their
Lord, and very merry, but they quietened to listen as I spoke, and
when I told how Gwydion fought Pryderi, man to man on the great
sands of Y Traeth Mawr, with the red blood running down both of
them from their wounds and coloring the sea around their feet like
wine, they cheered the ending as heartily as if they had been
Gwynedd men themselves.

Neirin, coming after me, gave me a wink and a
grin, and bettered even my tale in blood-shed, with a story from
the Pictish lands which I had never heard before. It told of a band
of warriors, outnumbered and cut off by a detachment of the
red-crest Romans when first they came to the lands of the North.
All the other Picts had been falling back dismayed before the solid
masses of the Roman army, all but the men led by this one chieftain
Bridei.

“ ‘Brothers,’ said Bridei to his warriors
then, ‘we are the shield-boss of the north, we are the spear of the
Goddess. If we die here today, it is a little thing, and our blood
and that of the Romans whom we kill will nourish the land we love.
But if we flee, the Romans will conquer, and our people and our
tongue will be wiped from the face of the earth. I am for battle,
for a short life and long fame in the mouth of the bards. Those of
you who have drunk my mead, let you pay for it now in the red wine
of the spears, and make a wolf-feast and a crow-feast of all who
come against us!’ And taking his spear in his hand, he charged the
Romans so fiercely that five-score of them fell before him, and his
warriors did likewise, so that in their dying they made a great
slaughter, and the Romans who survived were three days in the
burning of their dead. Then seeing this the other war-bands of the
Picts were shamed, and they came together and attacked the Romans,
and defeated them, so that those who survived fled south out of the
land of the Picts, and came never north to trouble them again. And
the son of Bridei the warrior, whose name was also Bridei, came in
his time to be Lord over all his people, and his line after him;
and his people are still free, and there is still a son of Bridei
ruling in their land today,” said Neirin. And again the war-band
cheered.

All in all, it was a merry evening we had
there at Hêncastell, and the feasting was hearty, with deer-meat
from the forest, and salmon from the river, and plenty of heather
ale to wash it all down. Gwenddolau had us up to his high table
afterwards, and toasted us in clear golden mead, which went down
very gratefully; and if his presents were less rich than Urien’s, I
for one did not mind. Whatever came after, he was a very fair
Prince, as fierce in warfare and generous in peace as any I have
known.

Afterwards I stood at the guest-house door,
letting the mead-fumes clear somewhat from my head and gazing up
into the pale twilight of the northern sky. There was a black speck
up there, slowly turning, which might have been a soaring eagle. It
brought back memories of the summer before, and my own encounters
with Gwydion mab Dôn, whose favorite form it was for travel. I
wondered where, in this world or another, that restless spirit was
now, and what he was doing. But the eagle—if it was an eagle—passed
on, and in a while I turned and sought my bed. Neirin was already
asleep, but his snores did not keep me awake for long.

In sleep, in dreaming, I saw the eagle again,
and spoke to him as Gwydion; but if he answered, I cannot remember
what he said. I should, of course, have remembered that naming
calls…

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.




Chapter 9: The Old Man of
the Forest

The old Forest of Calidon stretches from the
Wall in the south to the Great Glen in the north, and even beyond.
Mountains rise out of it, islands in an ocean of trees; here and
there the low ground is cleared by men for corn-lands and pasture.
But the name and the nature of the North lies in its forests, and
especially Gwenddolau’s land of Goddeu: for Goddeu in the common
tongue means trees.

The morning after our coming to Hêncastell,
Neirin and I were in the mead-hall breakfasting on cold bread and
deer-meat and small ale and discussing where to go next, when our
host himself came up to us. “Good day to you, Lord,” Neirin greeted
him. “What is your pleasure?”

“Why, to ask the two of you to stay here for
one more night at least, and entertain me and my company,” said
Gwenddolau, smiling. “For I have seldom heard performers who
pleased me more. And also to show you, if you will ride with me
today, a thing that may interest you: for I think you are both
seekers on the path of wisdom.”

I looked at Neirin; almost he shrugged.
“Gladly, Lord,” he said, turning back to Gwenddolau. “We are at
your pleasure. When will you ride?”

“Not so soon that you cannot finish your
meal,” said Gwenddolau, still smiling. “I will see you in the
courtyard, then, in a while and a while.”

After that, as you may imagine, we finished
our breakfast at speed and went to saddle our ponies. Gwenddolau
met us as he had promised, and we soon rode out, accompanied by a
half-dozen of his teulu, for in those days in the North even
the princes—especially the princes!—did not ride alone. At the
outer gate of the fortress we turned left-handed, away from the
Roman road on which Neirin and I had ridden in the day before, and
followed a well-beaten track that ran anti-sunwise around the hill
and through a saddle to the north. Almost immediately we were under
the trees, a heavy canopy of oak and pine that changed the bright
morning sunlight to green twilight. The track dropped steadily for
some time, then came to a cross-roads. This time Gwenddolau led us
right-handed into a broader road, but one still roofed over with
forest. Now and then a dusty beam of sunlight found its way through
to shine briefly on his fair hair and green cloak, and the big roan
horse he rode; then the twilight closed in on us again.

The path was too narrow to ride abreast, and
Neirin and I followed Gwenddolau, with the men of the teulu
behind us. The air was heavy with the scent of leaf mold, and now
and again we heard a crashing of something heavy in the brush on
either side of the trail, and the calling of birds from the
branches above us. We splashed through a stream, climbed and
dropped and climbed again, but seemed on the whole to be following
a shelf on the south side of a deep valley. Presently the hillside
became steeper, and I caught glimpses of a loud-running river off
to the left at the bottom of its canyon. We crossed another stream,
running fast through its rocky slit of a bed, then climbed a steep
slope where my pony’s hooves slipped in the black mud as he plunged
after Neirin’s speckled grey. Then we were on another level
stretch, but still in deep green twilight.

In a little while we reached a fork in the
track, and without slowing Gwenddolau took the right-hand,
less-traveled branch. Now the path was narrower, and we were
brushing through undergrowth on either side in a strong smell of
bruised leaves. Suddenly we came to a clearing, and Gwenddolau
pulled up his big roan. Looking past Neirin, I saw the track ended
here.

Ahead of us was a circle of seven stones—big
grey stones, shaggy with moss and lichen, twice the height of a
man. They stood on a low, stony mound, and around them the trees
fell back, as if giving them plenty of room, and let the sunlight
through. Despite this, and the stillness of the air in what had
earlier been a breezy morning, the place was not warm. It was quiet
there; I could hear distant bird calls and the far-off chittering
of an angry squirrel, but in the Place of the Stones nothing moved
except ourselves and our horses, who shifted restlessly from foot
to foot instead of standing still. Gwenddolau had dismounted, and
beckoned us to do the same. I slid slowly down from my black pony,
and one of the teulu took his reins, as others were doing
for Neirin’s and Gwenddolau’s mounts; but I noticed the young men
were quiet, and careful to stay near the entrance to the clearing.
Then I followed Gwenddolau and Neirin into the circle.

At first it seemed that nothing had happened.
The rough grass of the clearing lapped around the stones wherever
the rocky soil gave it root as in any other such place, and there
were small blue flowers here and there among the grass. The stones
themselves had clots of harder, lighter-colored stuff in them,
making zigzags of white against the gray, and the lichens on them
were bright patches of orange and gold, like the bright threads in
Gwenddolau’s tunic, or the sunlight on his long, curly hair. In the
middle of the circle was a bare patch, black with the memory of old
fires, and beside this he stopped and turned back to face us. In
the silence of the clearing, our footsteps sounded loud; and louder
still was the silence when we stopped, with the fire-mark between
us and Gwenddolau.

Slowly then the light began to change. Paler
it grew; greener, and bluer, and grayer, as if a fog was rising out
of the ground; and in it a faint sound, like the chiming of bells.
And when I looked outside the circle, there was nothing there, only
shadows, moving shadows of green and brown, like trees walking. I
looked at Gwenddolau, and he was smiling, looking back at us as if
nothing untoward had happened. And yet as the light faded he glowed
all the brighter, in green and gold and amber-brown, like the
forest trees themselves. Beside me Neirin was shining like red and
amber flame in the twilight, and I myself, when I looked down,
showed blue and green and silver. And outside the circle the
shadows grew darker, and the chiming of bells died away into
silence.

Then Neirin laughed, and spoke a word I did
not know, and between one breath and the next, the morning was as
it had been before. Gwenddolau’s smile grew broader, and he nodded.
“Yes,” he said, as if continuing a discussion, “I thought that was
the way of it. You have the look of him, for those who have eyes to
see.”

“How long have you been coming here?” asked
Neirin.

“Oh, a while and a while,” said Gwenddolau,
and he started back toward the horses. “I was younger than you are
now, the first time I came. But you would be knowing that well
enough, would you not? Come along back to the llys, and I
will tell you the rest of the tale.” And all the way back to the
court we rode in silence; but I noticed the men of the retinue
looking sideways at us from time to time, and one or two of them,
when they thought I did not see them, making the sign against evil
which was old before ever the Romans came across the sea to these
shores.

“It was along towards mid-winter,” said
Gwenddolau to us later, “and I in my seventh year, when first I
found the Place of the Stones, and knew it for what it was. It was
an open winter that year, and I was out on my pony, as boys will
be. I followed the track that we took today, and came to the stones
and the clearing. And in the middle of the circle I saw a man,
piling wood for a fire—for a mid-winter bonfire—in the place where
you saw the burnt mark today. He was an old grey man, old as the
mountains, with long white hair and a long white beard, and a
grey-brown cloak around him hiding what else he wore. Being the
child that I was, I came up, all fearless, to greet him and ask him
what he did there. And he looked at me—his eyes, under a thorn-bush
tangle of brows, were blue as the shadows that lie on the snow at
twilight, and his face as full of lines and ridges as the bark of
an old oak-tree—and he smiled and greeted me by name, as if he had
been expecting me.

“He showed me the different kinds of wood he
was gathering, and told me the names of the trees from which the
wood came, and their strengths and weaknesses, where they grew and
how old they were. I was all that afternoon with him, and came back
the next day, and the one after that. I wanted to come and watch
him light the bonfire on midwinter eve, but he said it was too far,
and not safe for so young a boy to be abroad in the forest that
night. ‘Come back at midsummer,’ he said, ‘and you may find me here
again.’ I raged against his prohibition, but I obeyed him. When I
rode back the next afternoon, hoping against hope, there was only
the mark of the fire in the circle; that, and on a stone close
beside it, one green oak-leaf, green in the depths of winter. I
took that for a promise, and kept it; but it soon turned brown, and
withered away as do all mortal leaves.”

Gwenddolau paused, and drank from his wooden
cup. It was afternoon of the same day, and the three of us were
sitting, very friendly, on benches in the shade of his
apple-orchard, helping ourselves from plates of ewe-milk cheese and
barley-bannock and a jug of good brown heather-ale that sat on a
rough wooden table between us. Above us a few puffy white clouds
drifted slowly past, and a warm summer wind rustled the apple
leaves. It was as far from mid-winter as you could well get: and
yet not far enough.

“At seven years old,” Gwenddolau said,
“mid-winter to mid-summer seems half a lifetime. I did not quite
forget the old man, but he was not at the front of my mind on the
bright summer day—as fair as today!—when I next went riding by the
Stones. Indeed, I almost passed by the place entirely, but as I
approached it I heard a kind of piping, very soft and fitful on the
breeze. And I turned my pony into the path, and came to the
stones—and there he was again, seated on the trunk of a fallen oak
at the clearing’s edge and playing on a small wooden pipe. As I
came up he ceased his playing and greeted me. ‘You are late,” he
said, and gestured at the pile of wood in the center of the circle,
and I saw it was as high and as complete as the one he had built
there last winter, needing only a spark on the tinder to set it
alight.

“ ‘But must you be leaving already?’ I asked.
‘Cannot you stay here for a few days, and teach me more about the
trees?’

“He looked at me a long time without smiling;
it was as if he weighed me with his eyes. ‘Come down from your
pony, Gwenddolau,’ he said at last. ‘Come down and walk with me for
a while. I cannot stay, no, but I can give you some teaching before
I go—if you will it so. But it will not be light or easy, for I
have not much time. Will you come?’

“ ‘Yes,’ I said, and slid down off my pony,
and tied his reins to a nearby branch. The old man stood up, and
tucked his pipe through his belt, and held out his hand to me. And
I saw then that his cloak was like the mist that rises over the
marsh at evening, and his tunic the color of the oak-leaves behind
him, and his eyes as green as the forest shadows themselves. And
just for a moment I was in awe of him, and afraid.

“He smiled very faintly—it barely stirred his
long mouth, but still I saw it through his grey-brown beard. ‘Will
you come?’ he asked again softly. ‘You may not have another
chance.’ And I drew a deep breath, and took his hand, and we walked
into the circle.”

Gwenddolau sat staring into his cup for a
while, and sadness and memory moved in his face. Then he looked up
and met our eyes. “You saw it this morning,” he said. “Not many do.
But that was only the beginning, the outer edge. I cannot walk
alone to the places he showed me that day, I have not the strength,
nor the power, nor the will—the focused will—that it needs. But I
saw this land, and its shaping; I saw the forest in all its ages. I
was the land, and the trees, and the stones; I was the mid-winter,
mid-summer fire—they are both the same. I was clouds, and snow, and
rain, and rivers; I was the deep green sea; I was sunlight and
moonlight, and always, always the trees. Root and trunk and branch
and leaf, oak and alder and pine and fir, grass and bramble and
reed that bends—I was all of these. I was seed and shadow, I was
wind and mountain, I was wolf and stag and boar, I was eagle in the
sky and salmon in the stream. I ate and was eaten, I drank and was
drunk, I lived and I died, and at last—at last—” He gave a deep
sigh. “I was Gwenddolau again, walking with the Old Man of the
Forest, and I saw a battle, a moving army, a moving forest of
trees.

“Out of the south they came, and out of the
north, and they met on a high place in the center of Britain. Their
champions came before them, and fought between the lines; branches
were broken there, clear blood flowed. Alder and ash and thorn were
there, swift in their fighting; oak and yew and fir strove slow and
long. From morning to evening they fought there, while the sun went
round the sky. There were men among them: priest-kings, Druids,
magicians. I do not know why they battled; I do not know who won.
At last the dark came down, and all was over; then I found myself
back in the circle with the old man. Together we struck the sparks
and lit the bonfire; together we watched it catch and burn. When I
had taken my pony to water, and tied him out for the night to
graze, I came back and sat beside the old man on his tree-trunk,
and watched the moving pictures in the fire. ‘You cannot be,
Gwenddolau, what you once would have been here,’ he told me towards
morning. ‘Men and their ways have changed, and all the Druids are
gone. You can only be what you are: a bright memory in a fading
place, a bonfire that dies at dawn. But this much I can give you:
while you keep faith with the Old Ways, they will not fail you, and
you will be King in your country for a while and a while.’

“ ‘Cannot you stay with me and help me,
Master?’ I asked him.

“ ‘Na, na,’ he said, and for a moment he
looked human, and weary. ‘My time here is done. But light the fires
for me at summer and winter, and tell the tale that I showed you to
the bards who will come: for they are now the remembrancers, the
memory of the people, and of the land.” And he stood up, and
embraced me, and walked away into the mist that had come with the
dawning, and was gone. And at sunrise I saddled my pony, and rode
home”—and here Gwenddolau grinned unexpectedly—“and got a beating
from my father for staying out all night! But tell me now, what do
you think of my story? For I think that you saw enough this morning
to know that it is true.”

Neirin and I both nodded. “Yes,” said Neirin.
“The shadows outside the circle … before I said the word of
releasing.”

Gwenddolau smiled. “You have been well
taught. I do not have that power; I only know what I have seen. But
it is enough, for now, to help me keep my kingdom, while I honor
the Old Powers. The Oak-Priests may be gone, but not all their
knowledge is lost.” He sighed, and stretched, and stood up. “Be
welcome and at ease, as if this court were your own,” he said. “I
have tasks now to accomplish, but we will meet again at evening,
and then it will be your turn to entertain me.” And he laughed, and
went striding briskly away through the orchard, the sunlight
touching his red-gold hair to flame.

Neirin sighed, and reached out absently for
more bread and cheese. “Hmm—hmm,” he said between bites, “Taliesin
did not tell me about this, and yet I know he has been here.”

“He seems to have told you quite a lot else,”
I said, helping myself as well. “Is it something you could
share?”

“Hmm? Oh, the—magic, I suppose you would be
calling it.” And Neirin smiled and shook his head. “Na, na, he will
have to teach you that himself, when you are ready. I have not the
right as yet—I am still a prentice in this.” Then, seeing my
disappointment, he added, “I am sorry.”

“Ah, well,” I said. “If you cannot, then you
cannot.” I grinned. “I am for harp practice, and there I know you
can help me—if you can stand the sound of my playing!”

“I think I can endure it,” said Neirin,
solemn-faced, and then grinned back at me. And stuffing the last
bites in our mouths, we went away to the guest-house, leaving the
crumbs behind us for the birds.

That night I played my harp in hall for the
first time, and played it well; and afterwards Neirin told a tale
he had learned from Taliesin, of an eastern king called Iskander
and how he went to war. And the next morning before we took horse
and rode west, Gwenddolau the Prince embraced us both like
brothers. “I will not say good-bye,” he told us then, “but only
wish you the Sun and Moon on your pathway, until I see you again,
for I know in my heart that I shall.” And indeed he was right, and
when we returned it was to be for an adventure well worth the
telling.

But that, O my children, is a story for
another day.


Chapter 10: The Irishman’s
House

Did you ever reach a point on your journey
where nothing could go right for you, where every decision you—or
your traveling companion!—made was wrong, and every attempt to
correct previous mistakes only made things worse? Not long after we
left Hêncastell, Neirin and I reached that point. Compared with
what came later, our misfortunes were nothing much, but at the time
it almost drove us apart.

The trouble began when we decided to go west,
meaning to spend some time at the court of Aliffr Gosgorddfawr. He
was, after all, a significant player in the politics of the North,
being married to Urien Rheged’s sister Efryddyl, and therefore
often allied with Urien. Certainly it would have been good to find
out what we could about his intentions toward his neighbors,
especially as we had so signally failed to acquire much information
at Luguvalium. Unfortunately two things which had been helping us
up to that time—good roads and good weather—now changed abruptly.
There were no Roman roads leading into Aliffr’s territory, which
should have been a warning in itself, and almost as soon as we left
Hêncastell it began to rain.

The rain was the worst part. Not a soft
mountain mist, this, but a serious downpour, which went on, and on,
and on. Such roads as there were turned to squelching black mud,
and then to bog; fords were impassable brown torrents; landscape
and our sense of direction alike vanished in a gray-green fog. Day
after day, with only occasional short breaks, the rain came down.
It was no weather for camping, but some of the places where we
found shelter were not much better. An earth floor is all very well
in dry weather, but it fast looses its charm in a flood. The huts
where we stayed were damp and exceedingly smoky—wet firewood does
not burn well—and generally full of other unhappy people; and our
value as traveling entertainers was often offset by the need to
find a relatively dry place for us to sleep, usually at someone
else’s expense. Our bedrolls and our clothes were all damp, except
when they were dripping wet; and our harps were cranky and out of
tune when they were not completely unplayable—wet horse-hair
strings cannot be tuned. And to make it worse, we seemed to be
following Aliffr and his sons around their domain, always two or
three days behind them. His courts, when we came to them, might
have been drier than the poorer farmsteads, but had not a much
better welcome for us otherwise, having just been eaten empty and
drunk dry by Aliffr’s large retinue. Barley-bannock and stale
cheese was the best we got, and glad we were to get it, never mind
bacon or beer. Finally we gave it up as a bad job entirely, and
decided to head north for Aeron. Neither the weather nor the
lodgings, as we thought, could get much worse.

It was Neirin who was asking directions, so
it must have been his fault. We took the track our informant
indicated up the glen; we turned right where we thought we were
supposed to turn. Then we climbed, and climbed, and climbed. Clouds
were above us, and sometimes below us, and always on either side.
Now and again through the rain and the dripping oaks and pine-trees
we caught a glimpse of mountains: not so high as those which I had
seen last summer in Eryri, but certainly high enough to block our
path. At last, after a steep scramble, we reached the top of the
pass, and as if to cheer us, the sun broke through the clouds. That
was when we realized we were going, not north, but east.

What do you do at such times other than
curse? We did that in full measure, and with poetic elaborations,
but it did not mend matters. The sun was unimpressed, and soon
vanished behind a craggy summit in the west. Here in the north at
high summer we would have twilight for a long while yet, but it
would not serve us under the clouds. We had not passed any visible
dwelling on our way up; and if we went on the way we were heading
we might still have to camp, and would have to back-track tomorrow
as well. We ought, of course, to have stopped where we were; there
was a lake not far below us, and even a little grazing by its shore
for the ponies. But it was Neirin’s decision, and Neirin chose to
turn back. As he later admitted, he was still eager to get to Alt
Clut and away again before the wedding party from Rheged arrived;
and so we started back down the pass into the rain.

We were almost past the worst of the steep
patch when it happened. Neirin’s gray, who was leading, lost his
footing and went down the rest of the pitch at a stumbling run, and
fell at the bottom. Before I could get to them, they were both on
their feet again; but the pony was clearly shaken, if nothing
worse; and Neirin, who had fortunately gone over his shoulder and
rolled free, did not look to be in much better case. He had got up
and caught the reins, but was leaning against the gray with his
right arm over the poor animal’s back, as though the two of them
were supporting each other.

“Are you hurt?” I asked, sliding off my black
pony beside him.

“Na, na,” he said, frowning, and trying to
see the pony’s left foreleg, “but the fear is on me for Brith—ah!”
And he staggered, and only saved himself from falling by a grab at
the saddle-horn.

“Do you sit down,” I said, getting an arm
around him and eas-ing him back to the ground. “Where are you
hurt?”

“Only my ankle,” said Neirin, gasping and
clutching it. “Do you—see to the pony, I am—well enough.”

“Hmm,” I said, running my hands down the
gray’s leg and feel-ing him flinch a little. When I tried to lead
him forward he stepped out reluctantly, limping. “Well, you are not
going any farther on Brith tonight, that is for sure. Do you get up
on Du and we will see what sort of shelter we can find. Can you
stand?”

“Yes, I—ah! Gods!” Neirin fell back, cursing
loudly. Somewhat reassured by the volume of his complaint, I bent
and helped him up again. He could barely set his left foot to the
ground, but fortunately none of our ponies was tall, and with a
certain amount of shoving on my part he got into the saddle. Giving
him the leading-rein of the packhorse, who had been waiting
patiently all this time, I took hold of the lame pony’s headstall
and began to lead him slowly forward.

“Gwernin,” said Neirin, a long, cold, wet
while later, “I am thinking there is a light ahead.” I looked up,
peering through the rain. At first I saw nothing, but then there
was a flicker of firelight through the trees. “By Pryderi’s pigs,”
I said, “I hope it is shelter! Even if it is a giant’s cave, I am
going in—I cannot remember what it feels like to be warm!” And I
turned my attention back to the muddy path before me, dimly visible
in the light reflected back by its puddles from the cloudy sky.

The lodging we had found was not, in fact, a
cave. Set well back in the trees against the steep valley wall, it
was a long, low building with a thatched roof which looked more
like the houses I later saw in the Saxon lands than anything a
Briton would build. Only the gleam of firelight through an
unshuttered window and the smell of peat-smoke from the fire gave
it away. Still leading the lame pony, I picked my way through the
shadowy masses of low scrub that surrounded it and reached the
yard. “Hello, the house,” I called, not wanting to surprise anyone,
though indeed our stumbling advance had been far from silent.
Behind me I heard a “snick” as Neirin loosened my sword in its
scabbard where it hung at Du’s saddle bow. “Just in case,” he said
quietly. “I am thinking this place is—a little strange.” Then with
a belated barking of dogs the door to the house opened, and I
wondered whether we had reached a giant’s den after all.

The man who stood in the doorway was big
enough in all conscience. When he held up the lantern he was
carrying, the better to see us, it showed us a body massive as an
oak tree, with arms and legs like the tree’s limbs, and a mass of
curly dark hair and beard around his face. “Who comes?” he asked,
in a bass growl. “Name yourselfs or pay th’ price.”

“Traveling bards,” Neirin called back in his
trained performer’s voice. “Lost on the mountain and in need of
shelter. May we come in?”

“Come for’ard and show yourselfs,” growled
the giant suspiciously. “How many of ye are there?”

“Only the two of us,” I called back. “And one
of our ponies is lame.”

“Well, I s’ppose ye must come in,” grumbled
the giant. “Follow me to th’ stables.” And he came out and headed
for the end of the building, still holding up the lantern to show
us the way. Behind him in the doorway I saw two or three other
people—normal-sized people—silhouetted against the light of the
room behind them, but I was too busy with Brith to pay them much
heed.

The stable, which was entered from the far
end of the house, proved surprisingly spacious. There was plenty of
room for our three ponies, and twice as many more, besides the one
elderly horse who was already in residence. At the entrance Neirin
slid down cautiously and stood for a moment leaning against Du, in
the listening pose I had seen him take before. A flash of metal at
his side caught my eye, and I saw that he had slipped my sword-belt
over his shoulder baldric-fashion on top of his rain-cape, and was
wearing it with the hilt well to the fore. I met his eyes for a
moment; he grimaced and shook his head, but made no move to stop me
as I led the gray pony inside. Instead he followed me, limping
badly but walking on his own.

“Stall yer ponies where ye will and come in,”
said the giant, hanging his lantern on a hook in one of the
crossbeams. “There be water in th’ well outside and hay in th’
store-place yonder. When ye be done we will find ye some stew and a
bed for th’ night. I be Aitan Mor.” And without waiting to hear our
own names, he turned away and headed for a door at the far end of
the stable. We looked at each other and shrugged, and began to care
for our wet and weary ponies. By the time they were all three
unsaddled, rubbed down, fed and watered, and their tack sketchily
cleaned, I could have easily fallen down in the straw beside them
and gone to sleep, but the thought of hot food kept me on my feet
for a little longer. Neirin, who had done most of the grooming
while I carried hay and water, looked as weary as I.
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