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Pren onn ydyw fy awen gwen.
My ash spear is my holy awen.
-Taliesin


Elidyr Mwynfawr, King of Aeron, was a weak, greedy fool, and like many another such fool, he died of his folly. But because he was a king, in his dying he cost many better men their lives as well, and this was the way of it: for I, Gwernin Kyuarwyd, was there, and saw much of it myself, and the tale that I tell you is true.
I was in my seventeenth year when it happened, and in the second year of my apprenticeship to Talhaearn Tad Awen, who was pencerdd and harper-bard to Cyndrwyn, Prince of western Powys in mid-Wales. All that winter my master had been working me hard, teaching me my trade as bard and harper and storyteller: kyuarwyd, we call that last, a reciter of lore and legends and the descent of Kings. Dry work I found some of it, but it was all a needful part of my craft. Triads and lists had to be memorized, patterns of poetry got off by heart, tales for the dark and the light halves of the year practiced and performed—for the libraries of the bards, like those of our predecessors the Druids, are in our heads, not written on monkish parchment. Even now, as an old man, I remember most of those lessons still, and glad I am to keep them; but in those days I was sometimes gladder to snatch a free hour when I could, and spend it on other pursuits. And chiefest of these was my girl Rhiannedd, the dark-haired delight of my heart.
I had come back the previous Samhain from a summer away in the North, on adventures of which I have spoken elsewhere, to find her patiently waiting for me still. All through that winter we had spent stolen hours together, as and where we could—in the hayloft of the byre wrapped together in my cloak, with the steamy breath of the beasts rising from below to warm us; pillowed in the thick-drifted leaves of the oak woods above the llys on a mild afternoon, the bare branches of the trees cutting dark-edged patterns from the sky; now and again in the stables, lying in the straw by my black pony’s feet, and giggling like children when he lowered his head to snuffle at us, his mane tickling our faces; and once or twice, with ears a-prick, on my pallet in Talhaearn’s quarters when I knew he would be busy elsewhere—for the Prince’s wife Angharad had a new boy-child, and summoned the old bard sometimes to play the babe to sleep. And on days when I was free and Rhiannedd was not, I would sit on the bench in her mother’s hut and watch as she ground herbs or mixed a draught: for her mother Gwawr was herbalist and sometimes leech to the court, and Rhiannedd also had her own trade to learn.
So it happened, late one rainy afternoon in the spring, that I sat lazily watching Rhiannedd’s movements by the flickering firelight of the brazier, as she fetched first one herb and then another from the drying-racks on the wall and added them to the pungent concoction growing in her mortar. The sweet shape of her as she moved warmed my imagination, and after a while I stood up and came behind her, putting my arms around her slender waist, and bending to kiss the back of her neck below the soft dark hair which she had pinned up out of her way while she worked. She suffered my embrace for a moment, then twisted away from me impatiently. “Not now, Gwernin,” she said. “Mother will be back soon, and I should have this ointment ready for her when she comes.”
“Is it so urgent,” I asked, “that we cannot steal a few moments for ourselves first? Talhaearn will have me telling tales tonight until bedtime, and who knows when we will have another such chance? It has been too long already!” And reaching out, I took her by her slender shoulders and turned her toward me, pulling her close to kiss her; but she held me off with her two small hands flat against my chest.
“Na, na,” she said, frowning up at me. “This is not the time. I need—I want—we must talk, Gwernin.”
“Why, so we shall,” I said, puzzled and frowning in my turn. “But cannot it wait?” And I tried again to kiss her, but she pushed me away more strongly, and after a moment I let her go. “What is wrong, cariad?” I asked then. “What troubles you?”
“I think—I am not sure…” She paused, biting her lip and not meeting my eyes, her hands busy straightening the front of her blue woolen kirtle. Without thinking I reached out again to hold her, and this time she let me, but turned her head away when I tried to kiss her mouth. “Will you be gone again traveling this summer?” she asked, her voice muffled against the shoulder of my brown tunic.
“Why—I do not know,” I said. “It is early days yet to tell. Talhaearn may go with the Prince when he makes a circuit, and of course I would go along. Or perhaps…” I paused in my turn. I had spent the previous summer at the bidding of Taliesin Ben Beirdd, the most famous bard in Britain, traveling most of the time in company with his student Neirin, and before I left them Taliesin had promised that we would all meet again in the spring. But for some reason—I am not sure why—I had not mentioned this to Rhiannedd when I recounted the tale of my adventures to her. Instinct told me now that this was not the time to remedy my omission. Instead I held her closer, and tried again to kiss her. It was not a success, but still I persisted. Her dark hair against my cheek smelled faintly of violets, the sweet early violets that would soon be blooming on the hill above us, and the feel of her, warm and soft in my arms, was driving me to distraction. Closing my eyes, I kissed her again more urgently, and felt her begin to respond, her arms coming up to clasp me in her turn.
Then there was the sound of a voice outside the door and a hand on the latch; and as we fell apart, Rhiannedd’s mother Gwawr came into the room, bringing with her a gust of cold air and the scent of rain. “Oh, Gwernin,” she said, throwing back the wet shawl which covered her still-dark hair, “I thought I might find you here. Talhaearn wants you in the courtyard: we have guests.”
“I will go, then,” I said, and with a glance and a smile at Rhiannedd I headed for the door. She did not smile back. Her expression was strange, and somehow made me uneasy; but I had no time to ponder it just then, and in the ensuing excitement I forgot it.
In the early twilight the muddy courtyard was bright with the ragged golden flames of the torches, blown sideways by the wind, and full of people and horses. Talhaearn’s lean height and mane of white hair were easy to spot in the crowd, and I made my way toward him. He was speaking with two shorter men, both cloaked and hooded against the rain: presumably the visitors. As I came up the taller of the two pushed back his wet leather hood, showing a familiar head of hair as red as autumn bracken. “Neirin!” I called, and he looked around grinning, his eyes shining amber as a hawk’s in the torchlight. “I did not think to see you here so soon!”
“Did you not, Gwernin?” said the second man, turning with a smile. “But I told you that you would see us in the spring. Surely you cannot have forgotten?” With delight I recognized the dark-bearded face of Taliesin Ben Beirdd, whose coming always meant excitement.
Before I could answer him, however, Talhaearn interrupted. “So, Gwernin, here you are at last. Is the Prince on his way?”
“He is in the doorway of the hall behind you, Master,” I said: for Talhaearn was blind, or nearly so, and used me often as his eyes.
“Then let us go in, out of this wind and rain,” said Talhaearn, taking the arm I offered him. “These two will be glad of a fire and a cup of wine: it is a long ride from Pengwern.”
“I will see to the baggage first,” said Neirin, “and bring our harps in out of the weather.” And with that he turned briskly away, leaving the three of us to climb the steps to the hall.
Cyndrwyn mab Ermid, Prince of western Powys, was a tall, well-built young man not long in his lordship, easy-going and good to look upon, but well able to control his domain. His wedding at Deganwy two years before had been the occasion of my first meeting with Taliesin, who had sent me here to study under his own old master Talhaearn. The Prince was waiting for us now by the central fire-pit in his feast-hall, warming his hands at the flames which set bright highlights in his chestnut hair and beard and glittered on the enameled silver brooch that fastened his red woolen cloak. Beside him, his golden-haired young wife Angharad stood ready to offer the great carved guest cup full of mead to Taliesin, who took it with a word of thanks and a smile.
“Welcome you are always in my hall, Taliesin,” said the Prince, when Taliesin had drunk and handed back the cup, “welcome whenever you may come. Well do I remember the songs you made for us at Deganwy, and the speech we had here together last spring. What can I do for you or give you this time? Do your travels take you far?”
“As far as the Island of Môn, Lord,” said Taliesin, still smiling. “I go to lose an apprentice and find a Master Bard. My student Neirin won his crown in competition last summer at Dun Eidyn: it is time to let him fly free.”
“Ah, I remember him: an excellent young lad,” said Cyndrwyn, not many years Neirin’s senior. “Is he with you?”
“Indeed he is: he is seeing to our baggage now,” said Taliesin, throwing back the heavy damp folds of his leather rain cape and holding out his hands to the fire in his turn. Beneath it he wore the usual short woolen tunic and trews of a horseman, and his boots were liberally splattered with the mud of the spring roads. “But since you offer, Lord,” he continued, “I have a thing I would ask of you—though maybe I should have begged his permission first.”
“Speak, and you shall have it,” said Cyndrwyn, smiling.
“I ask, then, the company of your pencerdd Talhaearn on my journey,” said Taliesin, his blue eyes twinkling. “Sorry I am to leave you without bard or harper, but it will only be for a month: if all goes well, you shall have them back by Beltane.”
“Them?” said Cyndrwyn, raising his eyebrows. “You mentioned only one.”
“My apologies,” said Taliesin lightly. “I had assumed Talhaearn would bring his apprentice Gwernin, to carry wood and water and see to the horses, if for nothing else.”
Talhaearn gave a snort of amusement. “He will be good for that at least,” he said with a grudging smile, and stroked his gray beard.
“I take it, then, they will go, whatever I say,” said Cyndrwyn a little ruefully. “Be welcome to them, Chief of Bards—only bring them back soon, and whole, when you are done!” And he laughed, and the talk became general. For myself, I felt a bubbling excitement not unmixed with apprehension: Rhiannedd, I suspected, would not be pleased to see me leaving again so soon.
“Why Ynys Môn?” I asked Neirin later that evening, as we sat at meat in the smoky babble of the feast-hall. “Cannot Taliesin set you free without traveling the length and breadth of Wales to do it?”
“He can, but there is more to it than that, more than my merely getting my loosing from him,” said Neirin, stuffing his mouth with roast boar-meat and grinning. “Much more. He will let me walk the Dark Path there, if—if I can do it. And I want to try.”
“The Dark Path,” I said slowly, tasting the words. “I have heard of that, a little, but I was thinking it was a Druid thing, from the very-long-ago. And Taliesin knows how to do it, does he?”
“He has done it,” said Neirin, and he was not grinning now. “There are not five men now alive who have.”
“And you want to—wah!” I said, and shivered. “What happens if you fail?”
“I will not fail,” said Neirin, and for a moment a little, dangerous smile that I knew well played about his mouth and narrowed his amber hawk’s eyes. “But I may not—succeed.” And suddenly he laughed and clapped me on the shoulder, so that I almost spilled my ale. “But that is enough of such talk, for now. How are you and your girl—Rhiannedd, was it not?—getting on nowadays? Will we be seeing a hand-fasting soon?”
“Umm,” I said, reminded of my own problems. “I do not know. She has been—strange—of late. And then there is the matter of a bride-price. I should maybe not have spent so much of last summer’s silver at the Lughnasadh Fair.”
“But she liked the beads, did she not?” asked Neirin, taking a bite of barley bread and brushing crumbs from his checkered woolen tunic and out of his young red beard. “I remember you showing them to me—jewel-bright colors they were, blue and red and amber, fit for the daughter of a king.”
“Yes,” I said, and sighed. “She likes them very much, or so she says. But she does not wear them often, only on feast days. And even if I had the silver for the bride-price, I have no land, no home to take her to. I am no better a match than I was last spring, for all the goods and gear I won on our travels.”
“That,” said Neirin, frowning, “is why bards should never marry. For us there is always the road in summer, and a snug hall somewhere to winter in—perhaps a lord to serve all year round in old age, if the fates be kind, as they have been to Talhaearn. But it is no life for the women, or the little ones. Better to take love lightly where you can, and move on.”
“As you do,” I said, and sighed again.
“Sa, as I do,” said Neirin, still frowning. He drained his ale-cup, and looked around for a woman to refill it. “Hai mai! And yet I do not know. It was a long ride from Pengwern today, and the rain cold in my face. How will that be, I wonder, when I am old? Maybe you have the right of it after all, brother.”
“Maybe,” I said, emptying my own cup, “but I can see Talhaearn looking for me now, to tell a tale for the company. I will speak more with you later.”
“Will he give you the back of his hand, if you are slow?” asked Neirin, once more grinning.
“If I am lucky, he will,” I said with a laugh, and went to do my master’s bidding.
I did not speak with Rhiannedd again that night. I saw her once or twice across the hall, pouring ale for the men of the war-band, and it struck me that she was looking paler than usual. I hoped she was not ill. But the tale I was telling required some concentration, and I lost sight of her; and when I looked for her again, she was gone. Then it was time for me to see Talhaearn back to his quarters, and to seek my own blankets. Tomorrow, I thought, would be soon enough to talk; and in some ways I was right.
In fact, it was two more days before we left Llys-tyn-wynnan, and they were not happy days for me. There was the packing, of course, which took some little time—clothes and gear for traveling and for courts, for fine weather and for foul, with Talhaearn changing his mind three times in an hour as to how I should pack them, and including some fairly biting comments on my ability to pack anything at all. There was the rounding up of the pack-ponies from the upper hill-pasture where they had been let out to graze with the horse-herd, and their bringing in and checking over and grooming before they were let loose temporarily in the home paddock. There were my daily chores and lessons with Talhaearn, from which I was not let off. And then there was my parting with Rhiannedd.
She had heard the gossip already, of course, before I had a chance to speak with her: Talhaearn and Gwernin were leaving with Taliesin, for who knew how long. They were going to the King of Gwynedd’s court in Deganwy—in Caer Seint—in Aberffraw. They were going to Ireland—to Alt Clut—to the Western Isles that lay beyond the sunset, in search of King Arthur. They would be gone for a month—for the whole summer—for a year and a day. Such is rumor when it has two days to work.
“Na,” I said, “it is not true—the most of it is not!” We were sitting on a mossy rock in the woods above the court, the only place I could think of where we would not be interrupted. It was an afternoon of mixed sun and rain, changing quickly without warning—a fox of a day, the old men call it—and Rhiannedd’s moods seemed at one with the weather. “We are only going with Taliesin and Neirin to Ynys Môn,” I said, “and we will be back before Beltane. That is all.”
“But why Ynys Môn, and why now?” Rhiannedd asked. “It is early in the year to be traveling, and so far.”
“There is something there which Taliesin wants to show Neirin, I think,” I said slowly. “As to the timing, I am thinking it is something to do with the moon and her waning—or so Neirin said.” It sounded unconvincing, even to me, and Rhiannedd was not impressed. When I had tried to put my arm around her earlier, she had twisted away; now she was sitting huddled in her brown cloak with her arms crossed, looking cold and unhappy.
“That does not sound like much of a reason,” she said after a moment. “And why should Talhaearn go, too? He is an old man; he should stay here safe by the fire until summer, not go riding about in the mud and the rain!”
I shrugged. “They have not told me, and I have not heard all their talk, to know their minds. But for my part, I should like to see Ynys Môn again. I spent a few days there once, with my friend Ieuan—did I not tell you of it?”
“Na, I am not sure,” said Rhiannedd, frowning. “But I have heard tales of that place—and not good ones!” She shivered. “What is it like?”
“It is—just a place,” I said, edging closer to her on our rock. “A low, flat land it is, compared with most of Wales, but good for growing grain. It lies across a narrow strait from Arfon, in the northwest part of Gwynedd. Ieuan and I went there for a while when we had to leave Caer Seint in a hurry, after—after some trouble he got into.” This, I thought, was an understatement, but I did not elaborate.
“You will not be getting into trouble in this time, will you?” asked Rhiannedd, still frowning. “You almost got your killing last summer, remember—I have seen the scars!”
“Na, nothing like that will happen,” I said easily. “Are you not cold? You look it.”
“A little—it is no matter. And will you really be back by Beltane? Promise?” Her dark blue eyes were wide and solemn in her winter-pale face, but she was no longer frowning.
“Of course I will,” I said, getting my arm around her again. She sighed, and rested her head on my shoulder, and after a while I kissed her. This time she did not push me away. And when at last we went back down the hill, hand in hand, she seemed much as always, and I thought nothing was wrong between us, after all: and this was a mistake.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
The Conwy is a big river, and broad near its mouth, though not so wide as the Severn by which I grew up. The east bank is low and marshy at first, though it rises soon to hills as you go south; but the west bank is steep from the beginning, and climbs toward Eryri, the Land of Eagles. The river is tidal as far inland as Caerhun, where the old Roman road crosses on its ford, and it was there that we crossed it, avoiding the tides and the quicksands nearer the sea. Avoiding, too, a side-trip to Caer Deganwy, one of King Rhun’s chief strongholds: for Taliesin had got word that the King was currently on Ynys Môn, at his court of Aberffraw, and it was there we would be visiting him by and by. First, though, there was the question of the third man.
Among the native peoples of Britain, as among our cousins the Irish, things of significance tend to come in triads—in groups of three. In the lore and language of the bards, in the case-books of the lawyers, in the prayers and invocations of the priests—Druids and Christians alike—three is the magic number. Our ancient oaths bind us by earth and air and water, by land and sky and sea: nothing else is as perfect, nothing else is as strong. And so it was that for Neirin’s walking of the Dark Path, he needed three sponsors, three bards who had walked that path before him and could guide him on his way. Taliesin and Talhaearn were two such men; now we went to find the third man, and that was Ugnach of Caer Sëon.
“Na, I was not knowing he was an initiate,” said Neirin, as our ponies plodded up the climbing track toward Sychnant in the thin spring sunshine. “Not when we met him last summer, at any rate. But many things we saw then have become clearer to me since.” He had dropped back to ride beside me where I led the pack string in the rear of our little group, leaving Taliesin and Talhaearn to converse more privately ahead of us.
“Such as?” I asked, looking sideways at him. The sea breeze was getting up and bringing us the sour smells of the saltings to mix with the earth scents of last year’s bracken and heather; the gulls were crying over the river and the larks singing on the hill; and with my black pony moving easily beneath me, and the sun warm on my shoulders, I was feeling uncommonly peaceful. After the stress of preparations and farewells, it was good to be on the road again.
“Oh, some of the—magical things, I suppose you would call them,” said Neirin, grinning. Fine in his dress as always, he was wearing that day a short checkered tunic as variably green as the spring hills around us, and against it his hair and beard shone a dark foxy-red. “I had many questions for Taliesin this winter, after you left us.”
“And did he answer them all?” I asked, grinning back at him.
“Some of them.” Neirin grimaced comically. “Sometimes his answers do not make things clearer. You will be finding that out for yourself soon enough, I am thinking.”
“How do you mean?” I asked, puzzled.
“Na, he had better tell you that himself,” said Neirin, and grinned again. “Hai mai! I wonder how much farther we have to go? It is been long and long since breakfast, and my belly is empty.”
Even as he spoke we reached Pen-Sychnant, the level valley at the top of the Sychnant pass where three ways join—our track coming up from the south; the eastern road which leads past the crumbling fortress of Caer Sëon on its rocky hilltop, before descending to Aber Conwy; and the western road which drops steeply through the Sychnant valley itself toward the sea. To the east we had a wide view over the gray-brown waters of the Conwy and the low green country beyond, although Deganwy on its north-reaching peninsula was hidden from us by the Caer Sëon hill. To the north and northwest, between two lower hills, we got glimpses of the far-off sea, silver-shining as a salmon in the sunlight; but Pen-Sychnant itself was protected from the worst of the western gales by its encircling hills, which rose up green and brown with heather and bracken, crowned with outcrops of rough gray stone, and dotted here and there with grazing sheep.
Ugnach’s homestead—a cluster of wooden and dry-stone buildings encircled by pastures and new-ploughed fields—lay not in the old fortress of Caer Sëon itself, but in the small sheltered valley at its foot. This place, as I learned later, was his family inheritance, not a gift from the King, and the people of Pen-Sychnant were all of his kinship: cousins in one degree or another; aunts and uncles; brothers and sisters; his five children and his old wife as well. However far he traveled, here he had his roots, his belonging-place, his home. Thinking of it, I felt a twinge of envy.
He met us at the door of his reed-thatched wooden hall, a tall grey-haired man with a fine bushy beard, plainly dressed in russet woolen like my own. His smile widened when he saw Neirin, whom he had helped to crown at the Lughnasadh competition last summer. “Why, what a fine company have we here,” he said in his strong Gwynedd accent. “Rhys! Llew!”—this to two boys who stood in the courtyard staring at us—“take their horses to the stables—and do you all come in, my friends! It is too long since you have been under my roof!”
“Too long indeed,” said Taliesin, following Ugnach into the smoky dimness of the hall, with a hand on Talhaearn’s elbow to guide him. “I had no leisure to visit you last summer, old friend.”
“And I,” said Talhaearn, “have been fixed in Cyndrwyn’s Powys these last two years, as you will have heard.”
“Well do I know it,” said Ugnach, still smiling. “Come you to the fire, do—it is a chill wind we have blowing today, for all that the sunlight is warm. Ah, Mairi, here you are with the guest cup! Drink, friends, and be welcome.”
“Ah!” said Talhaearn, drinking and passing the carved wooden cup to Taliesin. “Always a fine hand with the mead, your wife has, son of Mydno.”
“Indeed and she has—you will find few better,” said Ugnach proudly. “But this batch is my daughter’s—is it not, Mairi Fach? Run, now, fetch your mother—in the dairy she is, I am thinking, with your sister Nefydd.”
“Fine mead and fine daughters,” said Taliesin, smiling as the pretty black-haired girl went out. “Three of them, as I remember—or has the eldest married?”
“Last summer,” said Ugnach, “before I took the road north, to her cousin Gwyn mab Padarn over the hill—and a son in her room already, blessings be on him!”
“Fast work,” said Talhaearn, raising his thorny white eyebrows. “These impatient children!”
Ugnach winked at Neirin, who was drinking now from the guest-cup. “Ah, I like to see a lad with juice in him, like your boy here. I told you, Taliesin, how he took the prize from me at Dun Eidyn—and me thinking I had it safe in hand, certain sure.”
“An honor it was to contend with you, Master,” said Neirin, grinning and passing the almost-empty cup to me. The mead—such of it as was left—was indeed excellent.
“Well, and you deserved your crown, gwas,” said Ugnach generously. “But what fortune brings you all here together? Not only a desire for the pleasure of my company, I feel.”
“Ah,” said Taliesin, his blue eyes twinkling, “but the pleasure of your company, Ugnach, is exactly what we desire.”
“Is it now, indeed?” said Ugnach, opening his brown eyes wider. “Well, well, you shall tell me the way of it soon enough; but for now, follow me to the guesthouse, and make yourselves at home.”
The guesthouse was a small, new-looking wooden hut which backed against the dry-stone wall surrounding the compound, conveniently close to the feast hall. There were only two beds—allotted naturally enough to Talhaearn and Taliesin—but plenty of floor space for pallets, and Neirin and I had slept in many worse places. The two of us set off to the stables to get our gear, only to meet Ugnach’s two lads carrying the most of it on their shoulders. In a little while it was all stowed safely in the guesthouse, and we joined our masters in Ugnach’s hall for the midday meal.
We found the two of them seated with Ugnach at a trestle table near the fire, with a good spread of cold meat, bread, and relishes set before them, and a generous pitcher of ale to wash it all down. “Of course I will come,” Ugnach was saying to Taliesin as we approached. “How not? And I know your judgment on this is better than my own. But he seems full young to me…” He broke off abruptly as he saw us, and smiled. “Ah, and here they are now. Sit, friends, and eat. Is all well?”
“Thank you, Master, it is,” said Neirin, as we took the places laid for us. “Do you know my friend Gwernin?”
“Na, I am not sure,” said Ugnach, frowning a little. “Was he not with you last summer in the North?”
“He was, and supported me mightily. He is Talhaearn’s pupil,” said Neirin, “as no doubt you have already heard, and a good storyteller.”
Talhaearn gave a sort of snort, and Ugnach smiled. “He is well enough,” said Talhaearn grudgingly, “when he stays with me and applies himself. But Gwion here”—he meant Taliesin, who was grinning at him—“will keep borrowing him, and then I have all to do over.”
“Na, na, Father of Awen,” said Taliesin, laughing, “acquit me of that—this time it is yourself I have borrowed, from your own kind patron, and Gwernin comes along only to serve you. How then am I at fault?”
“Have it your own way,” said Talhaearn, smiling despite himself. “You always do. And Ugnach, do you pass me more of that good bread and butter, if it please you.”
“Gladly,” said Ugnach, buttering a thick chunk of bread lavishly and handing it to Talhaearn. “Neirin, Gwernin, help yourselves: I know the appetite of a growing lad. Two sons do I have, and a need for food on each of them as bottomless as Manawydan’s crane-bag! They may yet see me beggared and walking the roads for my keep!” And he laughed, knowing there was no such likelihood: a very good living he got from his farmstead, did Ugnach, not to mention what he won with his awen at the courts of Kings. Neirin and I fell on our food with a will, and gladly filled our bellies while our elders talked idly of this and that.
“Have you heard any more news from the North, Taliesin?” asked Ugnach after a while. “I had a sniff of something there last summer which I did not like, but trying to learn more about it was like trying to grasp mist: nothing solid at all, strive as you might. Rheged, Aeron, Strathclyde, Eidyn: all of those Kings are restless, and yet none dares attack his neighbor for fear another will fall on his own back while it is turned. You saw it, did you not, Neirin?”
“Sa, I did,” said Neirin, hastily swallowing his mouthful of cold pig-meat. “Clydno Eidyn, as you know, is my half-brother, and I will not speak against him; but yes, all the North is working like a loaf with too much yeast, for all that they seem to get along on the surface.”
“Rhydderch of Alt Clut got himself a good ally when he married Urien Rheged’s daughter last summer,” said Taliesin thoughtfully, stroking his short, clipped black beard. “If I were Gwenddolau of Goddeu, or Aliffr Gosgorddfawr, or even Elidyr Mwynfawr, I think I would be looking to my defenses, not planning trouble of my own: they are all of them living in the nutcracker’s jaws now, and Urien is the man to squeeze.”
“True that is, from all that I hear,” said Ugnach, and sighed. “And how is Cynan Garwyn these days?”
Taliesin grimaced. “As ever he was: a generous patron to his friends, and a deadly threat to his neighbors. I do what I can with my songs to sweeten him, but he will be out for plunder every summer, for all my efforts. Cynewald of Mercia is growing stronger to the southeast, and may eat him up one day, but he will not see it: he had rather go raiding among his cousins in Gwent.”
“Is that why you are out so early in the year on this quest, then?” asked Ugnach.
“One reason, yes,” said Taliesin, and draining his cup, set it down firmly on the table. “For the rest…” He shrugged. “I go where the awen sends me.”
“And carry us along,” muttered Talhaearn.
“To where?” asked Ugnach, smiling. “You have not yet said, Taliesin.”
“To Ynys Môn,” said Taliesin, “and Bryn Celli Ddu.”
“Mmm,” said Ugnach frowning. “Is that wise?”
Taliesin shrugged again. “It is the place I found in my dreaming.”
“I will need a day or two to be ready,” said Ugnach, and sighed. “You can endure my hospitality for that long, I hope?”
“Gladly,” said Taliesin, and even Talhaearn smiled.
For two days and three nights, then, we stayed at Ugnach’s farmstead while he made ready for our journey. All of this time was good—Ugnach’s table was bountiful and his two pretty daughters friendly, and I had light work—Taliesin and Ugnach keeping Talhaearn occupied—and Neirin’s company; but for me the evenings were best, because a company of bards can no more keep from friendly competition with each other than they can keep from breathing. Each of us had his turn with song or story, while Ugnach’s wife and children, women and farmhands sat around us and listened; and neighbors and cousins gathered from over or under the hill as well, when the news of our presence went round. I had heard all the others perform at one time or another, but not to this extent, and I was proud—and a little nervous—to spin my tales before such an audience, though I had spoken without fear before kings and princes. Neirin’s repertoire I knew well from traveling with him, but he had of course been composing new material and polishing old during the winter. Talhaearn surprised me with several pieces I had not heard before; Ugnach displayed an unexpected gift for humorous verse; and Taliesin… Taliesin told a story.
He told it, at Talhaearn’s request, toward the end of our last evening at Caer Sëon. Most of the guests had left by then, and the rest of us were thinking of our beds. Neirin had been playing his harp for us, a dark, slow, dreamy piece, intricate as the interlacing designs of the Pictish lands where he learned it. Ugnach was talking softly with his wife in the background, I was trying not to yawn, and Taliesin was staring into the fire as if all our futures were written in its flames, when Talhaearn, who had seemed asleep, looked up and said, “Gwion, tell us your tale of Camlann. I have not heard it in a long time; and these children have never heard it at all, and should. You tell it better than I do, for you were still young then, and saw it with a young man’s eyes, while my heart was already old in disappointment.”
Taliesin looked up from the fire, and blinked as if to clear his vision. “Do you mean the tale of the battle only, Iron Brow? If I were to tell the whole long story which led up to it, we should be here until Samhain.”
“The battle will do,” said Talhaearn. “Start with the night before, and go on.”
Taliesin took a deep breath, and for a moment looked uncertain—the first time I had ever seen him do so. Without a word spoken, Ugnach’s gray-haired wife came with a fresh cup of mead and put it into his hands, and he drank and thanked her with a smile. Then, looking again into the fire, he began.
“Arthur son of Uthur Pendragon, High King of the Britons, was a strong man, and a good general, and for much of his life he was lucky. I did not see his early battles; I was still a child; but I served him as his bard for seven years, from my coming of age until his death. They were years bright and shining and terrible as this fire, and they ended at Camlann in ashes.
“A High King is made by the consent of other Kings, and can be so unmade. Subjugation, even by their own consent, is not a natural state for the Cymry. Arthur united them for a while, partly by his own great strength of will, and partly by their desperate need to stand together against a common foe—to stand against the Saxons. But once that need became less urgent, their underlying nature came again to the surface, and they began to raid and war against each other, even as we see them do today. A little raiding, a little warring at first, put down by Arthur with what means he had to hand: harsher and harsher means as time passed, which brought temporary success, but left a growing resentment.
“As Talhaearn says, I was still young in those days, and saw things with a young man’s eyes, still new and full of hope. But to be young is not always to be foolish; and I had walked the Dark Path with Talhaearn and with Emrys, and won my ash spear in the Undying Land, and hope did not blind me to the shadows that move in the darkness. So I saw more clearly than most the perils that surrounded Arthur, and did what I could to aid and to advise him. But it was not enough.
“Medraut was a young king from the southwest, from the lands that lie beyond Dumnonia: a little king from a little kingdom, but not thereby a small man. The whispers had it that he was of Arthur’s bloodline, and it may well have been so, for they were much alike in face and build and coloring; much alike, also, in their strength of will, and in their desire for power. This is a desire which grows in some men like a thirst for strong wine, and it is not always base. Arthur wanted power as a general, to best order Britain’s forces against her enemies, but Medraut—or so I believe—wanted it for glory, and to be free of all restraints. And he gathered about him allies of a like mind for that end. What sort of High King he might have made, if he could have displaced Arthur, I do not know, for both their paths led them to Camlann fight, and ended there.”
Taliesin paused, and drank from his mead cup, and Ugnach’s wife came quietly as before to refill it. He gave her a sweet, abstracted smile, like a young boy’s, then turned his eyes again to the flames. Their leaping light shone red on his face as blood, and sparkled in his eyes. And he spoke on.
“The river Cam runs through the Summer Country, between Caer Camel and the High Tor. Arthur and his men lay at Caer Camel to the south, and Medraut and his war-bands across the river to the north. There were parleys and discussions, offers and counter-offers. Neither of the Kings had compromise in his nature, yet something held them both back from this last mad expedient, this clash of Cymry against Cymry, of cousins against each other in arms. Maybe they somehow knew that it would be the breaking of Britain; maybe they both remembered the story of Branwen. I know that Arthur did: I had made sure of that. I sang it for him again, that last night in his chamber, and at the end I saw him weep… He had a great heart, had Arthur, and I loved him.” Taliesin paused again, and for a moment I saw his mouth set hard as if in pain; in the silence, the crackling of the fire on the hearth sounded loud. Then he went on.
“At last a fragile agreement—how frail, how temporary!—was hammered out, and the two Kings met on a mound between their two armies to conclude it. The day was hot and sultry, there were storm-clouds gathering in the west, and everyone was on edge. The Kings were clasping hands; we were almost into safe harbor; and yet I knew that we were not safe. The feeling was like fire in my head, and in my belly; I looked around, seeking danger, and I saw it. But I was just too late.
“One of the men in Arthur’s retinue, restless with waiting, had stepped back into some bushes, and trod unknowingly on an adder which was sheltering there. When the annoyed snake struck him in the leg, the man drew his sword to kill it, and the uplifted blade flashed in the midday sun. Someone in the assembled war-bands saw it; someone shouted ‘Treachery!’ The spider-thread of restraint which had held them all in check broke in an instant; one and then another group shouted and charged their enemies. Bravely the warriors battled that day, and fell in their scores and in their hundreds, until the River Cam itself ran red with their blood. Then the storm came down upon us with thunder and with rain, and brought an early night with it, but too late: too late for Britain, too late for Medraut and Arthur, too late for all too many of their men. And the little Kings took back their little kingdoms, and rule them still—such of them as are left. But our tide is running out, and the Saxons’ is running in. It is for the bards now to keep our language and the memories of our people alive, and to be an ash spear in the hand against our enemies.”
Taliesin sighed, and drank off his mead, and stood up. “I am for bed now, friends, and so should we all be—we have a long ride tomorrow over the hills to Aber.”
“Master,” said Neirin, more subdued than I had ever seen him, “you were on that battlefield—were you with Arthur at the end?”
“I was,” said Taliesin quietly, and for a moment I saw a deep sadness on him; then his mouth moved in an almost-smile, and he looked himself again. “But that, O my children,” he said, echoing the storyteller’s phrase, “is a story for another day.” And with that we had for the moment to be content.
Ynys Môn is known for many things: for its broad fertile fields, rich in wheat and barley, which have made it in times of need the granary of all Gwynedd; for its herds of wide-horned red and black cattle, with their abundant milk and butter and cheese; for the blue-gray, fish-swarming seas that lap around it; and for the King’s high wood-hewed hall at Aberffraw. But I remember it most for the tall gray standing stones, quartz-streaked and gold-lichened, which crown its low hills, and for the green slumbering mounds which lie in its ghost-thronged valleys. For Môn was the Island of the Druids, and their last great stronghold and sanctuary; and there the Romans came with sword and fire, in the year when Boudicca rebelled, and left behind them blood and ashes only, and silence.
I was saying as much to Neirin, while we waited on the shore for slack water and the ferry which would take us across to the island. Afon Menai, the strait between the mainland and Môn, is not wide, but its tides are fast-flowing and treacherous, and it takes a good pilot to know them well. I was watching the choppy gray-green waves with distrust—I am a river man, no salt-water sailor—and a little unease. It was raining again, a little cold mizzle rain that tasted salt on my lips, and our elders were sheltering from it in the boatman’s hut behind us, but we had come out to give them more room and to look after the ponies. With us we had Ugnach’s elder son Rhys, a skinny boy of thirteen and his father’s proud pupil, who had come along to act as horse-holder and helper. In the two days he had been with us he had hardly spoken a word from awe of our masters, and he eyed even me with respect.
“Sa, I have heard something of that myself,” said Neirin thoughtfully. “It was here at the south end of Menai that they crossed, or so Taliesin told me. The Romans were not brave at first, for the chanting of the Druids, and the wailing of the women, and the shouts and shield-clashing of the assembled warriors gave them pause. But finally they crossed, the foot-soldiers on their flat-bottomed boats and the riders swimming beside their horses. The first-comers gathered on the beach and linked their shields—they had big square-cornered shields, man-covering—and when they moved like that, like one great many-legged, many-headed monster, there was no stopping them. And more and more of them came ashore behind the first, endless as a river; and everywhere they went, they killed, to erase their shame and the memory of their fear, until all the streams of Môn ran red as Camlann ford, and the ravens gorged for a month on man-flesh. And the ghosts of the Druids and their people haunt the island still.”
“Hmm,” I said. “I did not see any ghosts when I was here before, but that was in high summer, and we kept well clear of the barrows. I would not be for walking abroad there on a winter evening—who knows what you might see!” As I spoke I looked sideway at Rhys, whose eyes were wide and dark in the shadow of his over-sized rain cape. I grinned.
“Na, nor I either, I am thinking,” said Neirin, his gaze on the misty shoreline across the water. “But we will not be keeping clear of the barrows this time, not all of them. They are the gateways to Annwn, and there the Dark Path leads. And where it leads, I must go.”
This was the most he had yet said about the thing that lay before him, and I would have liked to ask questions, but the boy’s presence held me back—that, and something in Neirin’s face. “Well,” I said after a moment, “I suppose Taliesin knows what he is doing in bringing you here.”
Neirin chuckled. “That I am sure of. It is only as to whether I myself know what I am doing, that my heart sometimes misgives me… Hai mai! In a few more days it will be over, and—and we will ride on to Aberffraw. It—it is only three days in the dark, after all… Rhys, I think the ferry-man is coming. Can you manage all those ponies by yourself, or is it help you will be needing?” And when the boy shook his head, Neirin took the lead-ropes of his own ponies and started down the path. I followed the two of them with a sort of sinking in my belly. Only three days in the dark, was it? On the road to the Otherworld, alone?
The farmstead at Caer Lêb had not changed much in the two years since I last saw it: a huddle of thatched buildings sitting within a fortified compound, surrounded by two walls with a ditch between, and a gate on the eastern side. The walls themselves were five-sided and ancient, and built perhaps as much for show as for defense, being overlooked by higher ground to the east; the buildings within were newer, though old enough in their own right, having mostly the right-angled shapes beloved of the Romans. The whole looked strong and prosperous as we came riding up the muddy track toward it, through the dark fields already plowed and planted and showing the first faint green shoots of the corn. In the misty twilight the lime-washed walls of the buildings seemed to glow with their own light, and the blue hearth-smoke that hung around the place smelled of warmth and roasting meat, and set my belly growling with hunger.
The old yellow dog chained in the gateway saw us first, and set up a barking which brought out a mixed pack of other hounds and children to greet us, followed by a few curious adults. Among them was a dark, wiry man who seemed familiar to me. It was only when he stood up from quieting the watchdog that I recognized my old friend Ieuan, whom I had last seen two summers ago at Deganwy. He had there been adjudged a thief in the King’s court, and would have spent the rest of his life as a slave in Ireland, had it not been for the generosity of the Lord Cadwaladr of Caer Lêb, who bought him free of the Irish and took him home. Now here he was still, clearly a member of the household. It seemed he had found his belonging-place at last.
Our recognition was not mutual; Ieuan’s eyes slid over me unseeingly and fixed on the Masters at the front of our party. I was not much surprised; I had changed greatly from the wandering lad I had been two years ago, earning my living with my tongue and carrying all I owned upon my back. I had grown and filled out; I was the proud owner now of a respectable moustache, even though my beard still grew in clumps and patches; and if I led the pack-string at the back of our company, I did so as a free man on my own black pony, and not as a muddy-footed servant. Moreover, I was now a bardic apprentice, and likely to be a master bard myself one day; in all ways my status had improved.
So I was thinking as we rode into the courtyard and dismounted. We were a big party now, five men and a boy and eleven ponies. The Lord and Lady of the place came out to greet our masters and hand round the guest cup, while Neirin and I and Rhys did our best to sort out the ponies and baggage, helped by the men and boys of the place. That was how I came to find myself presently face to face with Ieuan, who was trying to direct the stabling and the bestowal of our gear.
“There is space enough for all your mounts in the covered block,” he was saying. “The pack-ponies will have to go into the pasture outside the walls, once we have unloaded them, but they will be safe enough there. There is room in the guesthouse for most of you, though one or two may have to sleep in the hall—you, and you, perhaps”—indicating Rhys and myself. “Let us get your gear under cover, and then we will see.”
“Ieuan,” I said, and paused. He looked back at me, his black brows drawn together in a frown.
“Yes, that is my name. Do I know you, lad? Something about you…seems familiar.”
“It should be,” I said, grinning. “We walked enough miles together from Pengwern, and I got you out of trouble more than once.”
Ieuan’s eyes widened. “Gwernin? It cannot be! Why, boy, you have grown—and come up in the world! I wondered often what had happened to you after we parted. We must share a cup and a gossip presently—but first, the gear and the ponies!” And to the curious eyes around us, “He came here first with me two years ago, as my helper and packman on the road. A good lad he was, if a bit of a dreamer—I got him his start, and look at him now!”
I frowned a little at that, which did not match my memories, but it was no time for arguing. “Where do you want our gear?” I asked. “Better to get it out of the rain.”
“Of course, of course,” said Ieuan. “Take it over there”—he pointed at a building across the courtyard—“as we unload it.”
“The harps first, then,” I said. “And carefully, man, carefully!”
Ieuan raised his eyebrows, then stood back, grinning. “You had better unload them yourself, then, Lord!” he said. And looking around, “What a boy, eh?”
At this point Neirin stepped between us. “Na, friend, I shall do the unloading, and Gwernin and Rhys the carrying—if you will direct your lads where to take the ponies? The sooner then will you and Gwernin”—he winked at me—“come to that cup and that gossip of which you spoke, and the rest of us to our dinner!”
“At your will, then, Lord,” said Ieuan, knowing his match when he met it. “At your will.”
After that things went smoothly, and it was not long before we joined the others in the hall for the evening meal. As we walked across the courtyard I tried to say a few words to Neirin in explanation, but he cut me short. “Na, na,” he said, laying his arm across my shoulders for a moment and smiling, “you need not explain, brother: I know his type well. A plausible rogue; well for you that you got shot of him when you did.”
“Na, it is not that,” I said. “He was good to me often enough on the road, and before; it is only…”
“Sa, sa, I know,” said Neirin, squeezing my shoulder. “Let it be: there are too many ears here, and I want my dinner.” And with that we entered the hall.
In some ways it was like stepping back in time; I had spent several days here on my previous visit, and the people and place were familiar to me. I saw the Lord Cadwaladr, tall and lean and red-headed, seated at his high table with our three Masters; his lady Braint, calm and dark-haired and graceful beside him; girls and boys grown older but still recognizable; and other men and women whose faces I remembered from the long evenings when I had entertained them with my tales. The warmth and comfort of the hall and the good food and drink in plenty lulled me into a sense of contentment, so that I almost forgot our reason for being here. Presently, at our masters’ bidding, Neirin and I took it in turns to entertain the company, and got our due in applause: and this too was good.
As the feasting was breaking up one young woman sitting in the shadows at the far side of the room caught my eye, a dark-haired lass much my own age with a dark-haired infant at her breast. I had seen Ieuan seated beside her earlier, but he was now busy with the other men who were taking down and stacking the trestle tables, and banking the central hearth-fire in preparation for the night. As I stood there uncertain, the woman looked up and met my gaze and smiled, and I went over to join her. “Gwernin!” she said. “I am so glad to see you again—it has been a long time!”
“Indeed, and it has,” I said, sitting down on the bench beside her. “Anwen, is it not?”
“It is,” she said, still smiling, and shifted her grasp on the child. “There, baban, have you had enough?”
“Is he Ieuan’s?” I asked, remembering her previous interest in my misguided friend.
“He is. A year and more we have been wed.” The baby released her breast and she put him against her shoulder to burp him. Young as he was, he had her black curly hair, though I cannot say he looked much like either of his parents otherwise; I am no hand at judging likenesses in babies’ faces. “Thanks to you it is,” she went on, “that I have him, and his dear father. If you had not brought Ieuan here, we would never have met.”
“Na, it was not all my doing,” I said, a little embarrassed. “As well thank Ieuan’s gambling, which made us flee Caer Seint! Is he good to you?”
“He is,” said Anwen, smiling down at her child, who was falling asleep. “He is kind, and grateful to the Lord Cadwaladr, who bought him free and gave him a home.”
“That is good,” I said, standing up again. “I must attend my master now, but I am glad to see all is well with you.”
“It is,” said Anwen, “very well. And that is why…”
“Why what?” I asked, pausing and looking back.
“That is why we named the baby after you,” said Anwen, still smiling. “This little one is Gwernin, too—Gwernin mab Ieuan!”
A strange feeling it was in me, as I went to join Talhaearn and the others. To have a child—even if not my child—named after me, and to know that my name would live on, gave me thoughts I had not had before—for at seventeen one does not think much of one’s own mortality. But Talhaearn had tasks for me which soon took my mind from the future and put it back firmly in the present. And that present involved the preparations for Neirin’s ordeal.
The round green mound called Bryn Celli Ddu—the Hill of the Dark Grove—lay some two or three miles north of Caer Lêb in the valley of the little river Braint. There were other farmsteads closer to it where we might have stayed, but Cadwaladr was the chief man of the district, and known moreover to our Masters from past meetings. He put workmen at Taliesin’s disposal, and with them we rode there the next morning—all of us except Neirin, who stayed behind in the guesthouse; he was not to see the place until it was ready.
Once we had reached the mound and unsaddled our ponies, Rhys and I set to work with two of the men to build a thatched shelter, walled with wicker-work and floored with straw and dry bracken, where some of us could stay overnight. Under Taliesin’s direction, three others removed the earth and timber which had closed the entrance to the hill for many years. He himself and Ugnach then went inside with shovels and twig brooms to make what preparations they deemed fit, and returned to supervise the hanging of a bull’s-hide curtain over the newly cleared entrance. All this took the better part of the day, and when we rode back again to Caer Lêb the gray twilight was drawing in upon us.
That night Neirin played his harp for us in the feast-hall, and I told my tales, and one after another our Masters sang. All of their singing was unworldly and strange, unlike their usual straightforward praise songs, and all of it touched in one way or another on Annwn, the Otherworld. But the piece I remember best was Taliesin’s, perhaps because he sang last. In the ordinary way of things he was a slight, dark man of less than average height, a finger’s-breadth or two shorter than I was in those days, and I am not tall. He wore his dark beard—which had then scarcely a trace of gray in it—clipped short, and his hair, held back on ceremonial occasions with the silver circlet of his rank, fell straight and dark to his shoulders. In plain, well-worn traveling clothes, or when he wished to be unnoticed, he could pass as any small farmer or poor soldier, and draw hardly a second glance. You would have said that tall, white-haired Talhaearn, still lean and straight despite his age, or gray-haired, bushy-bearded Ugnach, a man of no middling height, were either of them more imposing figures. And yet when Taliesin stood up to sing, he somehow dwarfed every other man in the place, and drew and held all eyes, and no voice spoke in the hall but his until he was done. So it was that evening when he stood beside the high table, clothed only in a long woolen robe as brilliantly blue as his eyes, and touched with red firelight; and he sang:
“I have been in many forms;
Many lands have felt my tread;
Many skies my eyes have seen;
Living, I have long been dead.
In the dark behind the stars,
In the womb of mother earth,
In the green depths of the sea
All alone I got my birth.
Gods have I seen rise and fall,
Altars built but to decay;
Names forgot that all men knew—
Each in turn has had his day.
Through the swirling waterfalls,
Through the surging currents cold,
Through the sounding salt-sea waves
I have swum with skin of gold.
Kings have ridden on the earth,
Warring, winning famous names;
All in turn have come to dust—
Under oaks all sleep the same.
I have soared on wings of fire
Eagle-pinioned through bright air;
Lightening-crowned and thunder-borne,
Where the ravens never dare.
Peoples speak their thousand tongues,
Poets sing their songs of praise—
Light as leaves upon the wind
Their words vanish in the maze.
I have seen the deathless land;
I have walked cold halls of stone;
In the dark beneath the dark
Silent have I sung alone.
Poet, praise the warrior bold,
Shedding blood to buy his mead—
Only by your awen bright
Shall his fame outlive his deed.
I have been in many shapes,
Many births and deaths are mine;
Here within this fire-bright hall
All shall in my awen shine.”
Well I remember that spring evening in the smoky, flame-lit hall of Cadwaladr Coch, with the rain hushing softly on the thatch and dripping from the eves, the bards all drinking at their ease beside the Lord and his dark-haired Lady, the men of the place lounging on their benches with the women pouring their ale, and the dogs and children rolling together in the rushes beside the central fire. In the midst of it all Neirin sat playing his many-stringed harp, the firelight gilding his face and his thin, clever hands and turning his dark red hair to flame, and the bright notes hanging in the air like sparks thrown up from blazing pine-wood. A peaceful night it was, and a good one, there on the edge of a fate which none of us saw coming, and none who survived it could afterwards forget.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
The day we took Neirin to meet his fate began in fog and drifting sea-mist, bitter and salt on the lips, dewing hair and clothes alike with a million tiny droplets and turning all the formerly solid world to shadows. He and I were up before the dawn, and indeed I think that neither of us had slept much during the night. We went first to the well for a bucket of cold water to wash the grit of sleep from our eyes and slake our thirst, then wandered out past the friendly watchdog, who came wagging and sniffing to greet us, to check on our pack-ponies in the pasture. It was too early for breakfast, and anyway Neirin would be getting none that day.
Instead the two of us stood leaning silently against the dry-stone wall which bounded the pasture and watched the growing light, hearing as we did so the voices of the waking land: the contention of early birdsong in the coppiced thicket north of the farmstead; the crowing of a cock on his dunghill behind the stable; the lowing of cattle and bleating of sheep where they mixed in a nearby field; and sweet and distant, the morning bell of the Christian clas at Llangaffo, a mile or so to the west. At last the fog-blurred disk of the sun appeared through the eastern trees, turning the iron-gray mist to gold. Watching it, Neirin drew a deep breath and smiled, and I smiled back at him. Then, still unspeaking, we returned to the compound, he to his seclusion in the guesthouse and I to join the others in the feast-hall for breakfast. The day had begun.
Presently, with the help of the stable-boys, Rhys and I saddled up our ponies, and the six of us rode out through the now-bright morning. Neirin rode with a slight smile on his face, but his eyes were busy on all that lay around him, storing up sights to sustain him in darkness, or maybe taking a last look as a condemned man would at the world he might be leaving soon—for as I learned later, not all of those who walked the Dark Path came back safe and whole. Between the worlds is a perilous place for human-kind, and the greatest of perils there are sometimes those we bring with us in ourselves.
All too soon Bryn Celli Ddu loomed up before us, innocent in sunlight and backed by the dark oak trees of its name, their buds now swelling bronze-golden toward spring. Some of the trees looked old enough to have survived the Romans’ fire, but most were young, and all of them were twisted sideways by the wind. Our ponies’ hooves splashed through the shallows of the little river Braint, and we came to the shelter which we had built the day before. While Rhys and I unsaddled the ponies and hobbled them to graze, and Neirin joined Talhaearn in the shelter with our saddlebags, Taliesin and Ugnach pulled the bull’s-hide curtain to one side, and went into the mound to complete their preparations. White fleecy clouds floated by overhead; it could have been the mildest of summer days. But within the hollow hill it would not be warm.
The morning passed slowly, accompanied by birdsong. Taliesin and Ugnach came back out and joined us, and Talhaearn produced a stoneware jug from his gear and sent me down to the stream for water. Neirin sat cross-legged on a sheepskin, staring at nothing with that same faint smile. Around midday a boy came jogging across the fields from Caer Lêb with a basket which proved to contain bread and cheese and wine, and everyone but Neirin ate. Slowly the sun wheeled over to the west; slowly the shadows lengthened. Sometime in late afternoon Neirin stood up and stretched, and picking up his saddlebags, turned to me with a smile. “Will you come down to the river with me, brother?” he asked. “The need is on me to bathe.”
“Of course,” I said, wondering at his choice of time, but Taliesin nodded. “Go with him, Gwernin, and help him make ready. Rhys, you may go as well.” Then I understood: the ceremony had begun. Behind me as I followed Neirin, I heard the Masters start to talk quietly among themselves.
At the stream-bank Neirin stripped and waded into the cold water. It was not deep: even when he knelt in the deepest pool he could find, the water barely reached his chest, but he ducked his head under all the same and came up spluttering and blowing. His body was very white where his tunic covered it, and the long scar from his last-summer’s wounding showed faintly pink on his left shoulder. When he had finished washing he climbed out, shivering a little in the light breeze and slapping his arms to warm them, and dried himself with the thin linen towel he had brought with him. I handed him the sheep-colored woolen tunic I had found in his saddlebags, and gratefully he pulled it on, then sat on a rock for me to comb and braid his wet hair. After I had gathered up his discarded clothes, he rose and we went back to the shelter, young Rhys following silently in our wake.
While we had been gone, someone had kindled a fire, and we found Taliesin on his knees beside it, heating water in a three-legged pot. As we arrived he pulled it back from the flames and carefully poured its contents into a black pottery beaker, from which a pungent steam arose. Then he looked up at the two of us and smiled. “Are you ready, Little Hawk?” he asked Neirin.
“I am, Master,” said Neirin seriously, but his amber eyes were bright with anticipation.
“Good,” said Taliesin, standing up carefully so as not to spill his brew. “As soon as this cools, we can start. Ugnach, Talhaearn, let us go now.”
“What about the boys?” asked Ugnach, brushing straw and bracken leaves from his russet brown robe.
“Let them come,” said Talhaearn, arising more stiffly, and Taliesin nodded. “This much they can see.”
We went, then, in straggling procession to the waiting portal and the dark leather curtain that closed it. The sun was sinking low now, and soon would drop behind the hill to our west. The entrance to the mound faced away from it, toward the midsummer sunrise. Three evenings hence, if the day was clear, we would see in the west at this hour the slender sickle of the new moon, and Neirin would emerge from his seclusion.
The Masters arranged themselves in a half-circle facing Neirin, who stood with his back to the green mound and the last of the sunlight shining in his dark red hair, while Rhys and I watched them all from behind. There was a moment’s pause, as if the world was drawing breath; then the descending sun touched the dark bulk of the hill. Faint and distant from the west I heard the sound of the Christian bell.
“Seeker, are you ready now,” said Ugnach in his mellow voice, overriding the bright chime of the bell, “to walk the dark path which lies between the stars?”
“I am ready,” said Neirin.
“Then take this token,” said Ugnach, “to aid you on your way, and go wherever it may lead you.” And stepping forward, he handed Neirin a long feather, the bright barred pinion of a hawk. Neirin took it and worked it through the thongs that bound his right braid, and Ugnach nodded and stepped back. The bell had ceased to sound.
“Seeker, are you ready now,” said Talhaearn in his deep voice, “to walk the dark path which lies within the earth?” As he spoke I heard from the north the echoing croak of a raven, and saw its black wings beat heavily across the sky.
“I am ready,” said Neirin.
“Then take this tool,” said Talhaearn, “to aid you on your way, and go wherever it may lead you.” And stepping forward, he handed Neirin a stone knife. Neirin took the knife and pushed it through the leather strap which was all he wore for a belt, and Talhaearn nodded and stepped back. The raven called once more, then was silent.
“Seeker, are you ready now,” said Taliesin in his rich voice, “to walk the dark path that lies within the sea?” For a moment I thought I could hear the hushing of the waves on the shores of Aber Menai, a mile and more away to the east.
“I am ready,” said Neirin.
“Then take this cup,” said Taliesin, “to aid you on your way, and drain it to the bitter dregs.” And stepping forward, he handed Neirin the black pottery beaker. Neirin took it in both hands, and stood for a moment looking down at it with a faint smile; then he lifted it to his lips and drank it all down at one draught. Slowly he lowered it, his mouth closed hard as if fighting against pain or sickness, and I saw him swallow once convulsively; slowly he held it out to Taliesin, who took it, and nodded, and stepped back. “The Path awaits you, Little Hawk,” he said. “Go you now and walk it, and walk it well.”
“I will,” said Neirin, a little hoarsely. His eyes were wide and dark, the pupils already dilating as he felt the effects of the drug. Then with that same faint smile he turned and put aside the leather curtain, and bending a little under the gray lintel stone, stepped quickly into the darkness which lay within. The curtain closed behind him, and he was gone.
The three bards nodded to each other. “Come along, Gwernin, Rhys,” said Taliesin. “That is all for now; let us go back to the shelter.” And he led the way, with the rest of us following slowly behind him. During the brief ceremony, the shadow of the western hill had reached out and swallowed us, leaving only the lingering brightness in the sky to light our way; soon it would be dark.
“Build up the fire a little, Gwernin,” said Taliesin. “And the rest of you may as well go back to the hall for your dinner. There will be nothing happening here for a while. Ugnach will be back later, but you, Talhaearn, need not come until tomorrow.”
“And do you think, Gwion,” rumbled Talhaearn, his grey beard jutting aggressively, “that I am so old and feeble as to fear a little night air?”
“I know you fear nothing, Father of Awen,” said Taliesin, smiling, “but I also know you are too wise a man to spend the night needlessly in an open field, when you might be sleeping safe and warm in a good bed.”
“Hmm,” said Talhaearn. “Glib as usual, boy. Oh, well, you have a point; I will see you tomorrow then. Ugnach, Rhys, let us saddle the ponies. We will send you back some food later, Gwion. Do you mean to keep Gwernin here?”
“If you can spare him,” said Taliesin.
“For the one night at least, I can,” said Talhaearn dryly. And with that he turned and followed the others into the twilight. I went on adding wood to the fire, and wondered what was coming next.
For a long while nothing happened. Taliesin sat cross-legged on a sheepskin idly watching the flames, and sometimes tilting his head a little as if listening to something that only he could hear. Once he frowned; twice he smiled to himself. The fire burned down and I added more wood, and the night grew darker and colder. My empty belly rumbled its discontent, but I did my best to ignore it and to maintain a dignified silence. Finally Taliesin sighed and stretched, and looked across the fire at me, and I felt emboldened then to speak.
“Master,” I asked, “what is happening to Neirin? Is there anything you can tell me?” For the thought was on me that I might wish to walk the Dark Path myself one day, and this seemed my best chance to learn.
Taliesin sighed again and held out his hands absently to the fire, his eyes never leaving my face. The flickering light sparkled in them, and painted red highlights in his dark hair and beard, and on the intricately carved brooch that closed his heavy woolen cloak. “I cannot tell you much, Gwernin,” he said slowly. “You are not ready to hear it, and you may never be. But some questions I can answer. Neirin’s body is lying in the hollow hill, and I think resting peacefully. Ugnach, when he returns, will go in to make sure that it is so, and to…do other things. Neirin’s spirit is out of his body and walking the Dark Path. He has gone a long way already.”
I sat and thought on this for a while. “What is happening to him there?”
“That,” said Taliesin, “I cannot tell you. It is a knowledge that can only be got by doing; when your time comes, if it ever does, you will know.” He smiled. “But now I think I hear Ugnach coming back, and I hope bringing our dinner. Later, perhaps, I will answer another question—or perhaps not!”
When we had eaten the bread and meat that Ugnach brought, and he had gone into the mound, Taliesin rolled himself in his cloak and lay down beside the fire to sleep. “You had better rest while you can, Gwernin,” he said yawning. “There is nothing you can do now to help Neirin, and our watch will be long.” After a moment I took his advice. I fell asleep sooner than I had expected, and I dreamed. I dreamed…
Neirin was floating in darkness. Around him were shining points of light, and a chiming as of silver bells, or of ice-covered branches bending and clashing in the wind. He was gathering the lights like berries and putting them into a pale skin bag, but they were all of them sharp as broken crystal, and each time he touched one, he bled. His hands and his arms ran red with it, his own blood dripping and falling into the darkness, one gout of bright blood for every point of light. And though the pain of it was great, he was laughing, laughing with delight as his life bled away before his eyes…
I opened my own eyes and stared up into darkness, my heart pounding. Dry bracken rustled faintly under me as I moved, reminding me of where I was. The fire beside me had burned down to embers, and the night was cold and still. Across the shelter from me Taliesin lay breathing softly in sleep, but Ugnach was nowhere to be seen. Slowly I got up and added wood to the fire, then sat beside it holding out my hands to warm them. My hands…Neirin’s hands…had it been only a dream? I had shared thoughts with him in dreams before, when our need had been great. But then, as now, there had been nothing I could do to help him. At last I lay down once more and slept, and when I woke again it was to sunlight and the sound of voices.
Taliesin was kneeling by the fire, toasting bread-and-cheese on a flat rock beside it. Across from him Ugnach sat on a camp stool, looking weary and drinking something from a wooden cup. The morning was bright and breezy, and the sun had been up for some time. The good smells of food and ale assailed my senses, and I sat up hurriedly; it had been a long time since supper. Taliesin saw me and smiled, and tossed me a piece of his bread-and-cheese.
“Just like my lads,” said Ugnach, grinning. “They will sleep through fire and tempest, but wave a piece of warm bread at them, and up they come. Rhys, now, I would wager is still abed, unless Talhaearn has been at him.”
“You would lose your wager,” said Taliesin. “Here they come now. Talhaearn has a way with slug-a-beds—has he not, Gwernin?”
I grinned and swallowed my mouthful. “I am thinking you would know that as well as I, Master?”
Taliesin laughed. “You are right,” he said. “How that takes me back! Though I swear I was never so oblivious as you… Good morning to you, Talhaearn. Have you brought us more breakfast? Your pupil will be starving otherwise, for Ugnach and I have eaten all that was left.”
“I have,” said Talhaearn, taking the camp stool as Ugnach vacated it. “Bottomless as Llyn Tegid, these boys, and just as easy to fill. Rhys has the basket, unless he has eaten it empty on the way. How are things here?”
“Well enough,” said Ugnach. “A quiet night, at any rate. I will be off now to my watching—do you save me some food for later.”
“I will if Gwernin leaves us any,” said Taliesin, grinning. Just then Rhys arrived with a covered basket, and I fell to with thanks.
This second day passed as slowly as the one before. By and by Taliesin stood up and left us for a while, and Talhaearn, determined to make up for lost time, began testing me on my poetic forms. Rhys sat and watched, at first open-mouthed in surprise at my errors, and then slyly grinning, but he discovered his mistake when my master began shooting questions at him as well. He had been well taught, had Rhys, and was farther along in some things than I was, for all that he was four years younger; but then I had not had a bard for a father, nor been tutored in tongue-craft since I could speak.
Presently Taliesin came back, and after listening for a while, he began to argue with Talhaearn about some of our answers. This was much better entertainment from my point of view, and I listened entranced until their discussion became general. Then I got up and went to check on our ponies. Without my noticing it, my apprehension for Neirin had come creeping back, and I was restless. I wandered down to the river, and found Rhys there throwing stones in the water. “Hello,” he said when he saw me. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing,” I said. “There is nothing I can do.” I looked him over thoughtfully, seeing him for the first time as a person rather than simply an annoyance. Brown eyes, curly brown hair, a wide mouth, and a slender, coltish body in a well-worn, too-large tunic, cut down from someone else’s use and torn at the shoulder; in the warm afternoon he had been wading, and his big bare feet were covered with mud from the stream. “What are you doing?” I asked.
“Nothing,” said Rhys, mimicking my tone of voice. “There is nothing here to do. Why are you so bad at poetry, at your age? You do not look stupid.”
I flushed a little, but kept my temper. “I have only been studying it for two years—before that I was a storyteller. A circuit round Wales I have gone, all on my own, and last summer I traveled with Neirin in the North, and won fat prizes.”
Rhys nodded. “He is good—he does not make stupid errors. Do you think he will succeed in his walking? My father says that some people come back crazy, or feeble—and some never come back at all. After a while their bodies starve to death, and stop breathing—and who knows where their spirits go? Lying like a log until you rot—that would not be a good way to die!”
My heart sank within me, but I tried not to show it. “This is foolish talk. Neirin will succeed—he always does. He won the bardic competition at Dun Eidyn last summer with only two nights to prepare, against bards three times his age, and your father himself, who was one of them, helped to crown him.”
Rhys cocked his head, considering. He had a smudge of dirt on one cheek, and bramble-scratches on his legs. “That is true. But poetry is not the same as magic. When I come of age, I will walk the Dark Path, too—I have been preparing. No one has ever done it that young, except Taliesin. I will be as famous as he is.”
“Neirin has done magic, too,” I said, stung by his boasting. “I have seen him do things that would take your breath away, were you not too young to hear of them.”
“Windy words,” said Rhys dismissively; I got the feeling he was quoting his father. “They cannot have been too great, if you were there. I was a better poet than you are when I was ten years old.”
“And have you walked with ghosts, and talked with dead men?” I asked. “Have you sat yarning with Gwydion mab Dôn, and done him a favor afterwards, and had him do you one in return? I do not think so. You are a silly little boy—come and talk to me of magic when your beard has grown. Your father should beat you, to teach you manners.” And I turned away.
“You will never be a poet,” said Rhys. “You are too old to start now. You will be a storyteller all your life, and never a bard, as I shall be.”
“Maybe,” I said, turning back slowly. “But I know one thing that you will be soon, and I will not, if you do not shut your mouth.”
“And what is that?” asked Rhys, taunting.
“Thrown in the river!” I said, and made a lunge for him; but he twisted out of my grasp and was away, running up the slope like a hare and laughing as he went. I did not follow; I had no taste for vengeance just then. My heart was sick with worry for Neirin, and the rest of the day seemed very long indeed.
At last evening came. This time it was Talhaearn who stayed with Neirin, replacing Ugnach, and all the rest of us who rode back to the hall for our meal. The place seemed very bright and warm and full of people after the chill silence of the fields, and I was glad to get a hot dinner, but part of me was longing every moment to be away. When we had eaten and Ugnach had retired to the guesthouse to make up his lost sleep, I followed Taliesin to the stables and found him saddling his red mare. “Master,” I said, “let me come with you again. It is only right, when my own master is there, that I should serve him there as well.”
Taliesin looked me over with a stern face but a hint of a twinkle in his eye. I stood my ground, waiting. “Very well, Gwernin,” he said at last. “You may come back with me for one more night. Go to the kitchen and get Talhaearn’s food, then saddle up and follow me.” Then he grinned. “I think you would come anyway, so you may as well make yourself useful.”
Once more at the shelter I built up the fire, and we settled down to wait. It was not long before Talhaearn came striding through the starlight toward us like a tall ghost—for he was not wholly blind, and best he could see in dim light. “How is he, Iron Brow?” asked Taliesin quietly as he sat down.
“As he should be,” said Talhaearn briefly. “His body stirs from time to time, and can still swallow—I got a little watered wine into him just now. I think he will do well enough. Now I am for my dinner.” He ate with relish the barley bread and cold meat I had brought him, and I refilled his ale cup twice. Then he stood up and stretched, and left us without a word. Straight toward the hill he went, and vanished into it. In the darkness I did not even see the curtain stir.
“Yes,” said Taliesin as if I had spoken. “He sees by more than eyesight when he wishes. Eye-blind is not always head-blind, Gwernin—remember that when the day comes that you need it.”
I looked at him, surprised, and saw the weariness heavy on him. “Master,” I said tentatively, “is Neirin really well? I had a dream last night…”
“Ah,” said Taliesin, sounding amused. “I thought that might be the way of it. Sa, sa, I did not send the two of you off together last summer for nothing. Yes, I think all is still well with Neirin—but he has yet a long way to go, on a road which allows no turning back. Now I am going to sleep, and you should do so as well. Trust in the Hawk, as I do, to find his way home safely at last.” And with that, he rolled himself up in his cloak again beside the fire, and slept at once. More slowly I followed his example, but it was long before sleep came to me; I think I was afraid of what I might see in my dreams…
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
A road which allows no turning back, Taliesin had said: that is the nature of the Dark Path, as I have proved in my turn. Only at the beginning, when the perils which have already been passed are few and small, and the Seeker’s strength and courage still burn high and bright, could he turn and retreat as he had come: and at that point, for that very reason, he would not do so. Once past the first major challenge, there is no way back: the only road home lies forward, come what may…
This time when I saw him, Neirin was walking through a deep cavern. The floor of it was rough, strewn with rocks and rubble, and treacherous with dark pits and pools, but he could see his way clearly by the glow from the skin bag he carried. His hands were wrapped in stained bandages, but seemed to trouble him not at all. Briskly and lightly he walked, like a man just setting out on a pleasant journey. Ahead of him the walls of the cavern stretched dimly into the gloom, and the only sounds were the crunch of his footsteps and the plop and tinkle of dripping water—the only clear sounds. Somewhere on the edge of hearing there was a formless roaring, more felt through the bones than heard, but growing steadily louder as he walked.
Now and again there were side branches to the cavern, and Neirin paused at each of them, looking carefully back and forth and listening, but always he continued straight ahead, toward the swelling roar. Now it shook the air, and the rock itself trembled. Ahead of him the path ended, where a great cataract leapt roaring from the right-hand wall of the cave and plunged into unfathomable depths. The only way forward was a narrow bridge no wider than a sword-blade, wet and slippery with the breath of the falls, which spanned the torrent and led on into darkness.
Neirin stood and thought for a moment, his eyes measuring the bridge and the maelstrom beneath it. To slip was to fall; to fall was death and destruction; but he had no choice. With one bare foot he tested the silvery span, and felt its icy cold stab through him like a lance. He frowned, then nodded to himself and stepped out upon it, his eyes fixed not on his feet but on the far side of the chasm, where something small and golden was glowing ever brighter in the dark. With each step he took the cold became more bitter, and his body shuddered like a grass-blade plucked by the wind. Step…step…step… Surely he must be halfway there by now. The roar of the falls was deafening him, as its mist was blinding. Then his foot slipped and he wavered, throwing out his arms to save his balance. The glowing bag dropped from his bandaged fingers and disappeared into the void, leaving him in darkness. And in that darkness, he closed his eyes and laughed…
Again I awoke to darkness, my heart pounding in my ears and my breath coming in gasps. I could feel the chill of the ice bridge in my own body, making me shiver. The fire had burned down almost to ashes, and the night was still and cold. I got up and added wood—small sticks of kindling at first, and then larger branches—until it blazed up like a beacon, and my trembling hands at last grew warm. Even then I sat for a long time staring into the flames, willing their warmth to Neirin, wherever he was. It was almost dawn before I rolled myself in my cloak again and slept.
Sunlight on my face woke me, sunlight and voices and the scent of warm bread. Groaning, I rolled over and opened bleary eyes, feeling a thousand years old. Gradually the faces around the fire came into focus: Taliesin, looking amused; Ugnach, looking angry; and Rhys, managing to look both sullen and afraid.
“This lad, or so he tells me,” Ugnach was saying, “has been vaunting his abilities and causing bad blood amongst us. I have told him before that it takes more than technical prowess to make a bard, but he will not believe me. Maybe he will pay more attention to you, Taliesin.”
“Well, we will see,” said Taliesin, and to me, “Good morning, Gwernin. You have slept so late there is breakfast ready and to spare. Now tell me”—switching his attention back to Rhys—“what you have been doing to put your father in this state. What were you boasting of, and to whom?”
“I—it was only…” said Rhys unhappily.
“Yes? What was it only?” asked Taliesin.
“I was telling Gwernin,” said Rhys in a rush, “that I am a much better poet than he will ever be—and it is true. I listened to him yesterday, he cannot answer even baby questions! He is useless! Why does Talhaearn keep him as a student, wasting his own efforts, when Gwernin will never make a bard? He is only a storyteller, after all.”
“That is Master Talhaearn to you, gwas,” said Ugnach, giving his son a cuff on the head that knocked him sideways.
“Wait, Ugnach,” said Taliesin. “Only a storyteller… only a storyteller! Rhys, where do you think the bards draw their inspirations, if not from storytellers? How many stories can you tell?”
“Why…”—Rhys’ eyes crossed momentarily as he counted—“two and twenty, at least. That is probably more than he knows.”
“A master bard in Ireland, a member of the filid,” said Taliesin softly, and he was not smiling now, “knows a tale and its brother for every night of the year, and three-score more besides. You have some way to go before you meet that standard. You have heard Gwernin’s stories, both in your own hall and here: were you not entertained? Did he bore you?”
“Well—no, he did not,” said Rhys reluctantly, “and yes, I was. But that was before I knew…”
“Not every bard is equally good at all aspects of his craft,” said Taliesin, “especially at the beginning. That does not make him any less a bard. It is true that the poetic measures are the crown of our art, its highest glory. But a poet is only as good as his awen, and awen breathes where it will. Without it you have only a pretty mouth-music, an amusement for children, and no sense. Any fool can manage that, with enough practice. Do you understand me, Rhys?”
“I—no,” said Rhys, confused. “How can you be a bard, and not a poet? I thought…”
“You cannot,” said Taliesin. “Not in Wales. But you can be a poet, and not a bard, if you have only craft and no inspiration. Gwernin is doing very well for the amount of time he has had to study, which is not much: as Talhaearn will tell you, I keep interrupting his schooling. You, on the other hand, have a clever tongue and little sense to go with it. Now run away and think on this, before your father stops holding his hand, and in a day or two you can tell me your conclusions! Gwernin,” he added, with a total change of tone, “your breakfast awaits—if you are not too embarrassed now to eat it!”
I sat up, blushing, as Rhys fled: but the scent of toasted bread-and-cheese recalled me to my senses, and I made a hearty meal.
“Well for him,” said Ugnach apologetically, “that Talhaearn was not here, too. The little devil is clever, I grant you, but a fool.”
“Oh, I expect he will grow out of it,” said Taliesin lightly. “Were you not a fool at his age? I know I was.”
“Hmm,” said Ugnach. “Your folly outdoes most men’s wisdom, but never mind. Has Talhaearn been out yet this morning?”
“Yes, before you came,” said Taliesin, frowning. “He looked a little worried, but would not say why—you know his way. Only that my boy was still alive and on his path.” His mouth set hard for a moment, and then relaxed.
“Well, it is not an easy road,” said Ugnach. “Or it was not so for me. I thought more than once I was done for, but somehow I pulled through.” Taliesin glanced at me, where I sat all ears, the food forgotten in my hand. “Ah, well,” said Ugnach. “I am not saying anything he does not know already. I am away now, in search of my idiot child—do you get some rest before evening, you look worn out.”
“I will, in a while,” said Taliesin absently, still frowning and looking at me. “Gwernin, is there something you can tell me? Have you been dreaming again?” And then gently, when I nodded, “Is he hurt?”
“Not—badly,” I said. “Not when I saw him last. But he has been in pain, and in such danger…” I stopped, remembering the ice bridge. “Master, what happens to him if—if he dies there?”
“Then he will not come back,” said Taliesin simply. “But I do not think he is near that point yet. Finish your breakfast, then go down to the river and wash your face—it will make you feel better. I am going to take Ugnach’s advice, and get some more sleep while I can. Tonight I may need all my strength.”
It was another long day, with little in it to remember. In the afternoon clouds came up from the west, and brought rain with them. The three of us—Rhys had been banished to the farmstead—sat around the fire in the shelter and talked, the sort of slow, rambling talk that fills the time and leaves few memories behind it. Some of it, though, I do remember because of what came later. The Irish, said Taliesin, were expanding their settlements in the North, in the area they call Dál Riata, and causing some trouble to Rhydderch Hael of Strathclyde. This he had got from Cadwaladr, who had heard it at King Rhun’s llys not long before.
“Well for Rhydderch’s neighbors, then,” said Ugnach, tugging gently at his bushy beard and frowning. “Not that any on that coast can count themselves safe if the Ulaid are stirring again.”
“True enough,” said Taliesin thoughtfully. “And yet it may relieve their minds a little, if Urien’s chief ally has problems of his own. Now I wonder… Gwernin, you two met Irishmen on Aeron’s southern border last summer, did you not?”
“We did,” I said, and frowned at the memory. “Slave-takers, they were, with a base in the mountains there. They almost had us; it was a close-run thing. We told King Elidyr about it when we came to his court, but if he acted against them, I never heard of it.”
“Maybe,” said Taliesin, “he had reason… It would not be the first time that a wolf at the door was tamed, and made a dog. And if one wolf, why not the pack? Well, no doubt we shall see in time…”
The talk drifted on to other subjects, and the day wound at last to its end. Toward sunset two boys rode over from Cadwaladr’s hall with baskets, bringing us food and ale, and we made a hearty meal. We were still eating when Talhaearn appeared suddenly out the gloom. “Gwion,” he said abruptly, “I think you should go to him now. He is talking but not making sense; I cannot understand him. Maybe you can.”
Taliesin put down his food and stood up; then, seeing me about to follow, set a hand on my shoulder and pressed me back to the ground. “No, Gwernin,” he said. “Here you cannot go. Stay in the shelter with Talhaearn—and if you dream tonight, be careful what you do!” And on the word he was gone, leaving us staring after him.
No one went back to the hall that night despite the rainy weather. Instead we sat around the fire and dozed, gripped by a feeling of impending crisis. More than once Talhaearn started to snore, and only my shaking his shoulder kept him from falling into the fire. Ugnach sat counting on his fingers and mumbling, and I was torn between a desire for sleep and fear of what I might see. At last, when I could keep my eyes open no longer, I rolled myself up in my cloak and lay down again, and almost at once I dreamed…
Neirin was walking through green darkness, darkness thick enough to touch. In his right hand he carried a golden lamp, which showed him the path he followed. Now and then things moved in the darkness, floating creatures like fish, but like no fish that I had ever seen. Neirin looked pale and tired, but he was still smiling, and as he walked he sang. The words rose from his mouth in bubbles like bright sparks, like harp notes caught in amber. The words were his awen, and his life.
Ahead of him something bulked large in the darkness, tall as a fort or a tower. In the gloom the stones of it glowed faintly green, and beyond its high gateway there shone a glimmering golden light, the honey-gold light which sometimes shines beneath the clouds at sunset. The closer Neirin came to it, the taller the tower appeared, until it seemed to touch the sky—if sky there was in this place. The stairs to its gateway were very steep, and their steps beyond counting. Neirin paused for a moment at their base, and then started to climb.
At first he climbed lightly, almost easily, past waving seaweeds and scuttling many-legged things with glowing lights for eyes; but soon the steps grew steeper, so that the effort required to make each lift increased, and the drop behind him grew cliff-like and bottomless. Step after step, effort after effort, stretched out in endless time. He was moving slowly now—step and pause, step and pause. He had lost sight of the light above him, and now there was only the climb.
Gasping, he stood still at last, and looked at the lamp in his right hand. He had nothing else to throw away, only the torn robe he wore, which floated almost weightless on his body. His belt was gone, and with it the stone knife; the feather was gone from his hair. The lamp was his only prize, won with such effort and pain, and even its glow was fading. Soon he would be wholly in the dark…
I opened my eyes to dim firelight, and a hand shaking my shoulder. “Gwernin!” said Talhaearn’s deep voice. “Gwernin! Tell me now, what did you see?”
“He is…in the ocean,” I said, half-asleep still. “In the darkness, climbing a stair. The higher he climbs, the farther he can fall, but he never reaches the top. I do not know…if he can get out… ”
“Hmm,” said Talhaearn, peering at me with clouded blue eyes. At least, I thought groggily, he had stopped shaking me. “I know that stairway, and so should he. Why did he ever start?”
“I think,” I said, “he was too tired to remember…” Despite myself I yawned. “Is it almost morning?”
“Close enough,” said Talhaearn. “Gray and still raining. Get up, boy, get up—or do you want to go back?”
“No,” I said, and then, “Yes… I do not know. Taliesin said…”
“Gwion is very good,” said Talhaearn firmly, as if I had argued with him, “but I am older at this game than he is. Get up for now—it is a long time until evening. We may need you later for one final throw.”
I do not know how I got through that day. I felt half alive, and wholly confused. Talhaearn and Ugnach took it in turns to keep me awake, lest I drift back into Neirin’s world unintentionally. I think I ate and drank, I think I even talked, but I have no clear memory of any of it.
Towards evening the rain stopped, and the clouds began to break up, letting a little watery sunlight leak through. I blinked at it wearily, knowing that for some reason it was important. Sunset…and Neirin. Neirin…and the dark. This time…I would help…
He was very near the top now, crawling on bandaged hands and bloody knees, pulling himself up step by step. The lamp, barely glowing, hung from a cord around his neck, twisted from one more strip of his ragged robe. His eyes were closed; there was nothing to see in the darkness; but still he wore a trace of his faint, mischievous smile, and still, very softly, he was singing.
I saw him from above, looking down. This time I was present, and solid; this time I had hands, and a voice. I tried to call his name; I heard nothing, but he looked up, and his eyes opened, and he saw me. I reached down my hand—my arm was incredibly long—and he took it. He was standing—he was climbing—he was at the top and smiling at me as I let him go. Then he looked over my shoulder, and his eyes widened, and he held up the lamp, which flared in my vision like the rising sun. I turned to look behind me, and the light there, which had been gentle as sunset, now burned fiercely white, brighter than midday, a soundless explosion of blinding fire that struck me like a wave, knocked me off my feet, and sent me tumbling into the void. Sightless, mindless, bodiless, I fell, and fell, and fell, through time without meaning, without measure…
Light, and pain, and hard hands holding me. An echoing voice shouting, calling my name. I had been dead, and was alive. I was reborn. I was Gwernin…
I was lying on my back on the muddy turf beside Bryn Celli Ddu, and Taliesin was shaking me. When he saw my eyes were open, he stopped, and helped me to sit up instead. “Gwernin,” he said, “Gwernin…” He was paler than I had ever seen him, haggard and drawn and weary, and at first I thought he was angry; but there was no anger in his eyes, or in his voice.
“Did I…do it right?” I asked. My voice sounded strange in my own ears. My head ached, and I did not feel quite solid.
“Come and see,” said Taliesin, and pulled me to my feet. In the west the sun stood balanced on a golden bar of cloud, and above it floated the merest sliver of a new moon. As we came to the entrance of the mound, the bull’s-hide curtain was pushed aside, and Neirin stood there, wobbly as a new calf, but with such happiness in his face as I have seldom seen. And just for a moment the sunlight on his hair seemed to shine like a golden lamp—but I must admit my vision was none too clear, for I was weeping, and grinning at the same time.
There was feasting that night at Caer Lêb, and Neirin was in the midst of it, although it was little enough he could eat after his three-day fast. Instead he drank cup after cup of thrice-watered wine, and smiled and smiled at everyone around him. Few of the people there had any idea of what he had done, but they felt that it was something magical and impressive, which perhaps could only have been done in this time and place, and therefore reflected well on everyone in the area. And with enough mead and ale, harp-song and singing, firelight and laughter and friendship, the celebration soon became cause enough in itself to rejoice.
I sat on a bench at the side of the hall that night and watched the others perform. I was too tired and too confused, but also too full of joy, to want to be the center of attention, and after a few cups of mead I was too drunk as well. Instead I sat happily if muzzily smiling while Ieuan told me—in great detail—all the things he had accomplished since we parted at Deganwy two years ago, and all his plans for the future. He had been a quiet man on the road, had Ieuan, but marriage seemed to have loosened his tongue. I am not sure at what point in his monologue I fell asleep, or who eventually put me to bed in the guesthouse; I only know I slept without dreaming, and woke up very late the next day: and in this I was not alone.
We stayed two more days at Caer Lêb, until everyone was recovered, and then we rode on to the King’s court at Aberffraw. And if I never got a clear explanation from Taliesin for my part in the story I have just told you—well, some kinds of knowledge have to be experienced, and not explained.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
The Kings of North Wales—of Gwynedd—have many fortresses and strong places, and many high timber-built halls. Deganwy is the chiefest of these, and there they built with Roman stone on Roman foundations, and in the Roman style. Caer Seint, which faces the Menai and the Irish Sea, is another such, with Roman roots beneath its wood-framed buildings and Roman walls around them. But the great wooden hall at Aberffraw within its wooden palisade is wholly British, and there have been Kings of Gwynedd there ever since Rhun’s great-grandfather drove the invading Irish out of Ynys Môn and took it back for the Cymry.
Aberffraw lies only a few miles west of Caer Lêb, so near that Cadwaladr sent one of his men along to relieve me—and of course Neirin—from our duties with the pack string, leaving only Rhys to bring up the rear with his father’s pack-pony. He had been keeping his distance from me—and from Taliesin!—since his chewing-out, and I was glad to continue that arrangement. I was less happy with Cadwaladr’s choice of packman, though it was well intended; I had already seen—and heard—enough of my old friend Ieuan.
It was afternoon before we set out, the day before having been spent in seeing the mound put to rights and closed again. Much of this work had fallen to Neirin, as the youngest initiate, and I wondered what he had thought of the task. We had had no time for private talk since his emergence from the hill, and I felt a reluctance now to mention my dreaming, and my interference—if that was what it had been—in his private quest. Besides, with the passing of time, it had all begun to fade and seem a little unreal to me.
Real enough, however, was the afternoon sun warm on my face, and the cool north-west wind, smelling of fresh-turned earth and new grass and all the other delights of spring. My black pony moved faster of his own accord to walk beside Neirin’s dapple gray, with whom he was good friends, and Neirin, seeing the two of us out of the corner of his eye, reined back to join me, leaving the older bards to their talk. “A fine day it is,” he said grinning, “and good to be on the road again, even with the Irish wind blowing.”
“The Irish wind?” I asked, puzzled.
“Taliesin says they call it that here,” said Neirin, “when it blows from the north and west. Ireland is not so far away in that direction, and often enough they come raiding, though it is early yet in the year for them now. Had you not heard?”
“I remember something of that,” I said slowly, “from two years ago: the Lord Cadwaladr does not love the Irish.”
“And he has reason,” said Neirin, nodding. “The walls around his llys are not only for show.”
“No,” I said, “I suppose they are not.” And thinking back to that place and its people, I added, “Did you hear my old friend Ieuan has a son now, and they have named him after me?”
Neirin laughed. “Sa, sa, what a thing for you! Which girl is she—the pretty redhead?”
“Na, the little dark one with the curly hair—she was sitting by the wall the first night we were there.”
“Let me think—oh, yes, the one with the small baby. I do not notice them so much,” said Neirin simply, “once they are mothers. Hai mai! I am hoping there are some decent single ones at Aberffraw! It has been far too long for me!”
I laughed. “I thought you had a girl at Pengwern last winter! Did she take against you, then, while we were gone?”
“Who? Oh, her—na, na, it was not that,” said Neirin, grinning. “Though I doubt me not that she was spoken for before I was out of sight! Na, there were other reasons. And just as well, for I will not be going back to Pengwern with Taliesin when this trip is over.”
“Why not?” I asked. “Is it because you are pencerdd now? But that was so last autumn.”
“Well, that is part of it,” said Neirin. “Taliesin gives me my freedom now, so it is right that I should journey and find myself a patron. I had thought of going first to my mother’s-brother in Elmet—you remember him, of course.”
“How could I forget?” I said and smiled, thinking of that burly good-natured King. “I wish I might come with you.”
“Why, as to that—perhaps Talhaearn would spare you,” Neirin suggested.
“Na, I think not,” I said, and sighed. “Unless I mistake him, he has a deal of work stored up for me—my poetics are not what they should be, not at all. You did not hear him testing me the other day, while you were—elsewhere. It was not pretty—Rhys can run rings around me!”
“Well, as to that,” said Neirin again, and paused, frowning slightly. “I am thinking—but never mind. I will give my uncle your regards—have you kept up your practice with the sword he gave you?”
“As well as I could,” I said, smiling. “Cyndrwyn’s penteulu gave me some lessons this winter, he and one or two others in the war-band, but they are most of them spearmen, as I was used to be. It is in my baggage now… Do you remember the bouts we had last summer in Aeron, while you were teaching me to use it?”
“Do I not!” said Neirin, and laughed. “You almost had me once or twice, through my own incompetence… That must be Aberffraw ahead, and glad I am of it: I am ready for my dinner!”
Indeed I saw that he was right. Ahead of us was the llys on its slight mound, the wooden perimeter walls standing up dark and strong against the late afternoon sky, with lighter stripes showing here and there where palings had been renewed. On our left as we approached was the harbor where the little river Ffraw met the sea, with a few small boats pulled up on the pale sandy beach and a larger ship lying at anchor. Peat smoke from the fishermen’s bothies mingled with the scents of fish and seaweed, and white-winged seagulls crying raucously circled overhead. Our ponies splashed through the gravelly ford of the stream, half exposed now by the ebbing tide, and turned onto the muddy track which led to the llys.
At the iron-bound gates, the soldiers leaning on their spears waved us through smiling, knowing us for what we were, and when we reined up in the courtyard stable-boys came running to take our ponies, and girls to lead us to the King’s guesthouse. One of the latter was a fine slender young maid with rich golden hair, and I saw Neirin’s eyes rest upon her consideringly; nor did she appear displeased by his regard. For myself, I have always preferred dark girls; besides, once they had seen Neirin, they seldom glanced at me twice. Sighing, I sleeked down my pale mustache with a damp thumb and forefinger, wishing my beard would grow faster, and prepared to do my best.
The girls led us to two large rooms, brought us wine and water and fresh wheaten bread, and left us to refresh ourselves until it was time to go to the feast hall. I joked with Neirin, who was lodged with Rhys and myself, that he had come down in the world again, but he only laughed. Rhys said nothing, and looked wary at this arrangement: on the one hand, he did not want to be alone with me, but on the other, he did not know how much I had told Neirin of what had passed between us.
That evening Neirin dressed himself with all his usual care, and even something over. He was always fine—finer than I have ever been—but this was his first coming before a King as full pencerdd, and he wanted to make the most of it. His knee-length tunic was of fine-combed wool woven in a rich checker of green and blue and gold, with narrow bands of red silk gleaming at neck and shoulders, and under it he wore a soft linen shirt, and woolen trews of a deep double-dyed black. The dark leather of his new belt and boots gleamed softly with polishing, and the bronze fittings on his belt and knife sheath glittered like red gold. His dark red hair he had pulled back and tied at the nape of his neck, and his young beard and mustache made a brave display. All he lacked was the silver circlet he had won last summer at Dun Eidyn: but that had been destroyed by an envious thief, and only the hacked remains had come home with him.
“Na, I do not have it with me,” he said when he caught my questioning glance. “I have not seen it since the autumn. I looked for it when I was packing, but could not find it. It does not matter; no doubt I will win another, one of these days. I am not less pencerdd for losing it.”
“Of course not,” I said hastily. Neirin smiled.
“If my awen does not show in my singing,” he said, “it does not matter if I am crowned with gold. And if it does—why, I think no one will notice.”
“You are right,” I said; and indeed there was a shining on him that night which needed no crown to prove it. I remembered the golden lamp he had carried in the underworld, and understood.
At that moment there came a tapping at the door, and it opened to show Ugnach, also dressed very richly. He was smiling, but it changed to a frown when he saw his son. “Rhys,” he said, “that tunic is all very well, but wash your face, do! And have you lost your comb again?” And as the blushing Rhys made haste to follow his commands, he added, “Neirin, Gwernin, Taliesin wants you in the other room. I will be along in a moment, as soon as I have put this lad to rights.”
In the other room we found Talhaearn sitting on a stool while Taliesin combed out his long white hair. I flushed with shame when I saw this, saying, “Master! I am sorry, I am neglecting you! Taliesin, let me do it!”
“Na, na,” said Talhaearn complacently, “there is no need—Gwion has done this task for me before, and it will not harm him to do it again. But next time, boy, come sooner.”
“Master,” I said to Taliesin, “will you let me finish?”
“No need, Gwernin,” said Taliesin, laying aside the comb and starting to braid Talhaearn’s hair. “It is as he says. Where is Ugnach?”
“Seeing to his son,” said Neirin with a grin. “Hai mai! What is that?”—at a sound of raised voices without.
“New arrivals, I think,” said Taliesin, pausing in his task to listen. And to Ugnach, who entered almost dragging a refurbished Rhys, “Who is making the noise outside?”
“A new party, come up from the harbor,” said Ugnach. “Irish, from the sound of them, and demanding the loan of horses for their lord. Well, well, I am thinking we outrank them, and there is plenty of room here besides. Are we ready?”
“Almost,” said Taliesin, finishing the plait he held and binding a thong around the end to hold it. “Neirin, look in the nearer saddlebag on my bed-place and bring me what you find. You will know it when you see it.”
Neirin’s brows shot up, but he said no word in response, merely doing as he was bidden. When he looked into the saddlebag, I heard him suck in air through his teeth in surprise, and for a moment he stood quite still. Then he turned to Taliesin with something in his hands, something which caught the lamp-light and gleamed. “Master…” he said in a queer voice.
Taliesin smiled and held out his hands, and Neirin put the shining thing into them. Reaching up—for Neirin was the taller by a hand’s-breadth now—Taliesin placed the re-forged silver on his former pupil’s dark red hair. “Not your Master any longer—Pencerdd,” he said softly. “Fly free, Little Hawk, fly free!”
It was a brave company we made in Rhun’s hall that night, the four Pencerddiaid silver-crowned and in their best clothes, myself in the red woolen tunic I had got in Pictland the summer before, and even Rhys looking almost respectable in good brown wool. Taliesin wore his customary dark blue, Ugnach a long robe of amber-gold and green, and Talhaearn outshone us all in the gown he had worn when I first met him, a deep red-purple in hue like almost-ripe blackberries, enriched at neck and cuffs and hem with wide bands of many-colored embroidery. On top of this he had piled three massive necklaces of red amber, which glittered in the torchlight as he moved. Even King Rhun, who had made room for the four Masters at his high table that evening, was hardly dressed finer than Talhaearn.
A tall man was Rhun mab Maelgwn Gwynedd, tall and broad and strong, and his thick curly hair and beard still showed more red than gray. It did not need the purple and red of his fine-combed, gold-embroidered robe, or the narrow golden band, set with polished rubies, that crowned his head, to proclaim him royal. Heavy gold bracelets glittered on his sinewy arms, and his blue eyes were bright and keen as he welcomed his guests—all of them familiar from past encounters—to his well-laden table. Rhys and I meanwhile found seats lower in the hall and prepared to enjoy the feasting, for the savory scent of roast meat hung heavy in the air, and my belly, at least, was growling with hunger. Servants brought us cups and bowls, and pretty young girls—Neirin’s golden-haired fancy among them—poured out clear mead and foaming ale from red-glazed pitchers. Near the top of the hall Rhun’s harper was playing, but he had hard work to make himself heard over the clamor of the feasters. Then the door to the hall crashed open, and with a gust of wind that shook the torches, a body of armed men tramped in.
In the sudden silence every man’s hand felt for his weapon. But it was not the custom to come armed into the King’s hall, and these men carried swords, bright blades blue-bare and shining. Of Rhun’s men there, only the penteulu—the captain of his war-band—and a few of his men were armed. These came now hurriedly to their feet and moved to put themselves between the armed intruders and their Lord, but Rhun stayed them with a word. Still seated at his ease, he ran his eyes over the leader of the in-comers, now close before him, and said coolly, “Greetings, Brother-in-Law of Aeron! I heard your sails were sighted off the northern headland this morning. You come somewhat tardily to our feast—will you stack your arms and join us now, or have you some message which first demands our attention?”
Elidyr Mwynfawr, King of Aeron—for such he was—paused at this, and his men behind him stopped. “You know my errand, son of Maelgwn,” he said loudly, his broad brown face flushing darker with anger. “I have come this time to take what is my due.”
“Why, I think you have it, and have held it now for long,” said Rhun, smiling like a wolf. “As for your visit, you are welcome, but there is no need for this war-like mien—or do you feel threatened? I assure you, you are in no danger here.”
Elidyr’s dark eyes narrowed and he met Rhun’s hard blue stare for a long moment. Then, abruptly, he sheathed his sword. “Na,” he said deliberately, “I know that I am not.” His tone was menacing, but at his gesture his men sheathed their weapons as well, and the rest of us in the hall began to breathe again.
“Join me, then, Brother, at my table,” said Rhun, and at his gesture a space was cleared beside him. After a moment Elidyr took the offered seat, while his men found places among Rhun’s teulu. The harper began to play again, and the hall-folk slowly returned to their interrupted meal.
Rhun had seated Elidyr at his right hand, between himself and Taliesin, and as the King of Aeron settled himself in his place, I saw the bard speak to him and receive some answer. After a moment he introduced Neirin as well, and the conversation became more general among the three of them, although I could see Elidyr occasionally stealing distracted looks over his left shoulder toward Rhun, who sat placidly eating his dinner, as if such incursions were an common matter. Maybe for him they were.
In looks the two Kings were not unalike, both being tall, strongly built men past their first youth, but Elidyr was the younger and darker of complexion, and his hair and beard were browner than Rhun’s grizzled red curls. I remembered him well from the time Neirin and I had spent at his court the previous summer: a man of sudden tempers, quick to kindle and slow burning, sensitive to slights and prone to resentments. His wife, as I had heard, was Rhun’s half-sister, a younger daughter of Maelgwn’s by a different mother. Elidyr had maybe married her expecting more from the match than he got, for Rhun was as stark a man as his great father, and unlikely to diminish his inheritance for the sake of a distant brother-in-law. In the five years or so since Maelgwn died, hostilities had rumbled on between the two of them, flaring up from time to time with threats of violence. Now Elidyr, as it seemed, was minded to go beyond threats. If so, this show of force might be the first move in a new and more dangerous game.
When I had satisfied my first hunger, I got up, leaving Rhys still gorging himself on roast cow meat, and made my way toward the high table to see what commands Talhaearn might have for me. I did not want to be guilty of neglecting my duties twice in one evening. As I passed the table where Elidyr’s soldiers were seated, I overheard some of their conversation—overhead, but did not understand, for the language was strange to me. Frowning, I stopped to listen. Irish? It might well be—the Irishmen, perhaps, that Ugnach had mentioned hearing outside the guesthouse earlier that evening. But why was Elidyr, British King of Aeron, traveling with an Irish escort?
At the high table, Talhaearn had no orders for me, but bade me keep alert. “I do not know what plans Gwion has, but one of us should entertain: Neirin, perhaps. Or Rhun may summon one of his own bards first—I know he has several.”
“Yes, lad,” said Ugnach beside him, overhearing us, “keep your eyes and ears open—and help me keep a watch on my young cub. There is no telling what he may be up to here, no telling at all.”
Before I could answer, one of Rhun’s court officials began to call for silence. As the crowd quieted, Taliesin stood up with Neirin beside him and made a half-bow toward the King. “My Lord King, and all lords here assembled,” he began, and quietly though he spoke, his voice carried to the very back of the hall, and even the Irishmen fell silent to listen. “I bring to you now Neirin mab Dwywei ferch Lleenawg Elmet, youngest son of Cynfelyn Eidyn, who was King of Gododdin in his day. For six years he has been my student, and learned all I could teach him. Last summer he won his Crown at the Contention of the Bards in Dun Eidyn, as Ugnach of Caer Sëon can testify. He has traveled his circuit, and carried the Green Branch into the land of the Picts at peril of his life; he has walked the Dark Path of the Druids, and won his ash spear in the land of Annwn. Now he is wholly pencerdd, and I set him free. Here he is: ask of him what you will.” And with that Taliesin sat down, leaving Neirin standing alone. I could not see his expression, for he faced toward the King, but I knew he was smiling.
“Welcome to my court, Neirin mab Dwywei,” said Rhun. “Glad am I to welcome the student of such a Master, though he be student no longer. What would you bring me this night? For on such an occasion, I ask only what you would give.”
“Gladly would I give you whatever entertainment you desire, Lord King,” said Neirin, and I heard the smile in his voice. “But if the choice is mine, I would offer you—a song.”
“Gladly would I hear it,” said Rhun. “Pray, when you are ready, begin.”
“Then let me stand before you in the hall,” said Neirin, and at Rhun’s nod, he circled the high table to stand in the open space between it and the central hearth, that all might see him clearly. Just for a moment he paused to summon his awen, and then, in the half-singing, half-chanting measures of the bards, he began.
“Long years ago, four men’s full lifetimes,
north-country cattle-lord, Cunedda came
forth from fair Manau, riding to Menai,
mighty men with him, the Irish to tame.
Blue steel their blades, blood-bordered in battle;
high-crested horses between their strong thighs;
ready to redden the dark earth with corpses,
down the long hills from their homeland they ride.
First in green Gwynedd they settled their homesteads;
stone-built their fortresses, faultless gainst foes;
hill-top and river-mouth, held in their mastery–
where once ruled Roman men, Cunedda rode.
Sowed he his many sons wide through the wastelands,
each in his country a king stark as stone;
forced out the Irish wherever he found them,
building his palaces on their white bones.
Right line of Cunedda, long may they conquer:
Cadwallon Lawhir, the Long-Armed High King,
Maelgwn the Mighty, red War-Hound of Gwynedd,
and Rhun the Great ruler whose praise all bards sing.
Long years ago, four men’s full lifetimes,
north-country cattle-lord, Cunedda came
forth from fair Manau, riding to Menai,
mighty men with him to make him their king.”
“Finely done,” said Rhun when the applause had died down. “Taliesin, I expected no less of your—former!—pupil: I make you my compliments. And as for you, my newest suppliant”—this to Neirin with a smile—“a small fraction of the worth of your praise.” And he held out to Neirin a leather bag, small but heavy, which one of his officers had just placed on the table beside him. Neirin took it with a grin and a word of thanks, and returned to his earlier place. “Now,” said Rhun, still smiling, “let us see what my bards can do in response. Cyan, what do you have for us tonight?”
The feast went on in its accustomed way, with one after another of the local bards rising in turn to praise their patron. I stood in the background and watched through the drifting wood-smoke, keeping my eyes and ears open as I had been told, but I saw and heard nothing worth noting: only that Elidyr Mwynfawr, seated beside his host but getting only crumbs of praise from his table, looked blacker and blacker as the evening wore on, and his eyes went now and again to the war-band which had followed him down the Irish wind from the North. I had the uneasy feeling that trouble might be coming sooner rather than later from that discontented man: and I was right.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
We spent three more days at the court of Aberffraw, and except for the brooding presence of Elidyr Mwynfawr, they were good days. All of our party but Rhys took it in turns to perform, and even he earned his place at table more than once by accompanying his father on Ugnach’s small harp. A clever lad, Rhys, so long as he kept his mouth shut—but of course that state of affairs could not last.
It was the second afternoon of our visit, and Talhaearn had been drilling me again on my poetic forms. The day being warm and pleasant, he had chosen a bench at the side of one of the main courtyards for this exercise—a more exposed spot than would have been my preference. None of the passers-by, however—and there were many—showed much interest in us, and after an hour or so I began to relax, insofar as that was possible while being the focus of Talhaearn’s attention. His temper had not grown milder with the years, nor had his tongue lost its edge, and he had a quick way with what he considered foolish errors, so that I needed all my wit and memory to keep out of trouble. After a couple of hours, his throat being dry from correcting me, he sent me into the guesthouse to fetch him a cup of watered wine. I decided to take my time about this errand.
In the guesthouse I found Ugnach, engaged in composition. He waved away my apologies for intruding, and pointed out the cups and flagons I had come to seek. Sighing to myself—for I had meant to have my own drink before preparing Talhaearn’s—I mixed wine and water in one cup, and went out again, carrying it carefully. Indeed, the cup was so full that I stopped to have a sip. That was when I heard giggles and low whispers from the adjacent room which I shared with Rhys and Neirin. Curious, I pushed aside the door-curtain and looked in, but there was no luck for me there either. Neirin had come to terms with his golden-haired lass, and was busy making the most of it. Neither of the two intertwined figures on the bed had heard me come, and neither saw me go.
As I stood irresolute outside, not eager to return to my lesson and yet with no excuse to prolong my absence, I saw Rhys approaching from the direction of the stables. From the looks of him he had been grooming the ponies, for there was dirt on much of his exposed skin, and wisps of hay on his tunic. In the last day or so he had recovered his self-confidence, and now came up to me, fearless-proud, with a sort of a smirk. “Do you not be going in,” I said to halt him. “Your father is busy in one room, and Neirin in the other. Better you find a horse-trough and wash yourself before anyone else sees you, or they will take you for our groom—and they will be right.”
“You are not my master,” said Rhys, but paused none the less. “Should you not be at your lessons? I saw Talhaearn in the courtyard waiting for you. You had better run away before he comes seeking you.”
“That is none of your business,” I said, looking him over with disfavor. “Snotty little boys should mind their elders. Have you lost your comb again?”
“You may be older than I,” said Rhys, flushing, “but you have learned less. Be careful I do not make a satire on you—you could never match it!”
“Well, go in,” I said, grinning, “if you want the back of your father’s hand, or Neirin’s. I will stand and laugh, O great poet. Only do not bleed on my blankets when they are through with you.”
“I would not waste my clean blood,” said Rhys, “on your smelly blankets. I am bonheddig, a land-owner’s son, and what are you? What peasant hovel did you escape from, taeog? I have not heard your lineage.”
“I need not recite it for you, bearer of burdens,” I said disdainfully. “But I am as well born as you are, bed-wetter, and very much cleaner. How does your father, a man of renown, endure being served by a little mouse’s-turd like you? Be careful, or Taliesin will catch up with you again, and ask you questions.” For looking beyond him, I had seen a familiar figure crossing the courtyard toward us.
“Do not tempt me, storyteller,” said Rhys, now red in the face and almost dancing with fury, “or I will make good my threat! I can curse the beard from your chin—what little there is of it!—and the sight from your eyes, the harp-strings from your fingers and the words from your lips, the tongue from your mouth and the breath from your body, the iron from your tool and the stones from your bag! I can call the wind to flog you naked, the seas to rise and drown you, the earth to gape and swallow you! I have learned the four-and-twenty measures, and the twelve variations; I have forgotten more lore than you have yet learned; I have—”
“—not learned to keep your temper, or lower your voice in public,” said Taliesin, coming quietly behind Rhys and seizing him by the neck-band of his dirty tunic, half-choking him. “Gwernin, you may go on your way; Rhys and I are going to have a talk with his father.” And pushing the now white-faced Rhys ahead of him, he closed the door behind them. I went back to Talhaearn, carrying his wine-and-water carefully; and if I was smiling like a cream-fed cat, he did not see it to question me.
Rhys did not come to the hall that night at all, and when I went to bed, he and his blankets were missing from the room he had shared with us. I cannot say I thought much of it; my mind was running too much on the performances I had just heard, and the poem I was trying to compose at Talhaearn’s direction. If it was good enough, he might even let me sing it in the feast-hall before we left, instead of my usual storytelling. But when Rhys did not reappear the next morning, I was surprised, and commented on it to Neirin upon our return to the guesthouse.
“Na, na,” Neirin said grinning, “no cause for worry, brother. He is confined to the stables until we leave, at his father’s orders—and lucky if he gets off with that, I am thinking.” He was polishing his belt and boots and whistling as he worked. I had seen him exchange glances with his golden-haired lass at breakfast, and deduced that another meeting was planned for later in the day. So I thought no more of Rhys, being preoccupied with the song I was still shaping.
I was busy with Talhaearn in the courtyard when the next thing happened. It started with a trampling of men and a neighing of horses somewhere nearby. Next we heard shouts, but of two voices only: and one I recognized as King Rhun’s. “Go and see what is passing, Gwernin,” said Talhaearn, and I needed no urging.
The main courtyard of the llys was swarming with men, some mounted and some not. In the midst of the crowd was a clear space, and in it stood the two Kings, garbed as if for riding in green and red woolens, and in much the position of two big dogs about to fight. As I came closer I heard Elidyr say loudly, “Is that your final word?”
“It is,” said Rhun, in a voice of hard-held patience. “Not one more foot of land, not one piece of silver, will you get from me above what you have already, though you stay here until Doomsday. Is that clear enough for you?”
“By God, it is!” said Elidyr, his russet beard quivering with affront. “But long may you rue this day’s work, Gwynedd!”
“Do you threaten me here in my own llys, Aeron?” asked Rhun, his right hand going as if unconsciously to his sword hilt. “Take care!”
“It is not I who need take care,” said Elidyr, and to his men, “Pack my gear and bring it to the ship. I am leaving now!”
“Go with a following wind!” said Rhun, and turning abruptly on his heel, mounted the steps to his hall. Elidyr stood for a moment as if he would say more, then swung himself back up onto the sweating bay horse from which he had just dismounted, and rode clattering out of the gateway with some of his Irishmen following him, their red and saffron cloaks streaming behind them in the afternoon sunlight. The remaining men sorted themselves out, Rhun’s to lead their horses to the stables, and the visitors to collect their gear from the hall and depart. With nothing more to see, I went back to Talhaearn.
“Hmm,” he said, when he had heard my account. “Not a good ending, but inevitable. With luck he will go back north and stay there—but when were the Cymry lucky?” He sighed. “Now let me hear the verse you have prepared.”
I did my best, but the interlude had shaken my concentration, and I stumbled on more than one line. “No,” said Talhaearn simply when I was done. “Work on it more, and I will hear it again tomorrow or the next day. You can tell a tale tonight—and I may tell one myself as well. Now take me back to the guesthouse; I need to speak with Gwion.”
With Elidyr’s departure, the hall seemed a happier place. If Rhun had concerns about his brother-in-law’s future plans, he did not show them that evening. He received my tale well—it was the story of how Gwydion the Magician stole Pryderi’s pigs by magic, and brought them home to Gwynedd with Pryderi’s army hot-foot in pursuit—and he rewarded me with silver, which I was glad of. Neirin gave him another praise song, Taliesin one of Arthur, and Ugnach an amusing tale of five and a half men riding a sea-going horse (the half was the man who swam along behind, holding the horse’s tail). Rhun’s local bards did their best to match us, but were a little over-stretched. Then, when the hour was growing late, and all were thinking of their beds, Talhaearn stood up. “Lord King,” he said, “I would tell you a tale before we end this feast.”
“Gladly would I hear it,” said Rhun, his blue eyes bright with interest. “Let you begin.”
“Not all of this tale is good hearing,” said Talhaearn. “Yet it should be heard and remembered. I learned it from Emrys, my own great master, who dwelt once upon this island.”
“Indeed, I remember him well,” said Rhun, smiling. “I saw him once, when he was as old as you, and I a young lad still at my foster-father’s table. I treasure that memory. Speak on.”
“This is the tale of the Black Lake,” said Talhaearn, and he directed his voice now to the hall, where all who heard him grew quiet to listen. “Many men’s lifetimes ago it happened, not long after the men of Rome first came to Britain. The Romans were greedy for tribute, and their armies were mighty. They conquered first the rich farmlands of the southeast, the lands which the Saxons hold today in their turn, and there they built their towns—the towns which now lie in ruins. They conquered the hills and plains of middle Britain, as far north as her narrow waist where their Wall still runs; the Brigantes fell under their sway, and the southern lands of the Votadini, those people whom we now call Gododdin. Their armies marched into the south and west, into Dumnonia and the isles beyond; and they crossed the Severn and subdued the Silures, the forefathers of the men of Deheubarth, and set them in chains to dig for gold at Dolaucothi. And at last they came to Gwynedd.
“The tribes of the Venedoti fought them fiercely, and retired at need into the mountains, into the great fortress of Eryri which had always been their refuge when they were hard-pressed. But the people who lived here on Môn had no such retreat: they had never needed one. They were the Druids, and in their power they had always been secure—until the Romans came.
“The Romans crossed the Menai strait, and wrought here much destruction, burning and slaying until the streams ran red, and corpses covered the fields. Many a good man and woman they slew—yes, and children too—from end to end of this island, and where there had been songs, they left silence. But they did not come everywhere. Some of the Druids had withdrawn to Môn’s Colt—the little island at the big one’s flank—and raised there a magic mist to hide them from their enemies. And before their power could weaken, and the mist blow away, the Romans received a message of recall which took them from these shores in haste. For in the Iceni lands of the east, which the Saxons hold now, Boudicca had raised her revolt, and fallen on Roman London with fire and sword, even as the Romans fell on Môn. So the legions marched away to fight her, and made there a great slaughter, and afterwards they sowed fire and death throughout the land in revenge. But for a brief time Môn was safe—what remained of it.
“Among those who had taken refuge on the little island, some were Druids, and some were Seers, and some were Bards, while others were young men still studying these disciplines, as well as their women and children. Not knowing when the Romans would return, but only that they would return—for long ago they had driven out the Druids from Gaul—the chief men of the Orders made provision for the future. The women and children and the younger men they sent away into Ireland for safety, to one of the Druidic sanctuaries there, and these carried with them some of the island’s treasures—such of them as had escaped the Roman pillagers. The rest of the treasure, and all goodly things which could be salvaged from the ruins, was offered to the Gods at a reed-bordered lake which had long received such sacrifices, and there it rests to this day. There was no need of victims to accompany it, for by then all the island was one huge reeking pyre, and all its earth drunk with blood. Then the men who remained turned their backs on Môn, and went to join their cousins in Eryri, to take up the tasks which lay before them; and the chiefest of these would fall upon the bards.
“Among the Druids was one who would have been a prince to his people, had the Gods not summoned him to a greater calling. Not a young man, he was then, and yet not old: for his beard was still dark, and his back was still straight, and his eyes saw clearly. His birth-name he had given up when he become a priest, and took instead the name Lovernos, which in today’s common tongue means Fox. Like his namesake he was clever, and more than clever, for he had the gifts of prophecy and of awen, and beyond his years he was wise. And it was he who took command of the survivors of Môn, and set them about their tasks.
“The Druids and Seers put aside their white robes, and dispersed into all the corners of Britain, wherever the Romans were not, that their wisdom and learning should not be wholly lost to their people: for they were become the Knowledge of the Land. The Bards set out on their travels as well, but more openly, wherever they went learning and preserving all the songs and tales of the tribes, and teaching them in turn to all who would learn: for they were become the Memory of the Land. And Lovernos the Fox looked into the smoke, and into the fire, and he watched the flight of birds, and the turning of the stars in the night sky, and listened to the silence of the mountains. And in time he knew what his role was to be, and his alone. And his eyes wept, but his spirit rejoiced.
“The Druid priests were not celibate like the Christians; they did not preach distain for the good things of this world. There was in the place where Lovernos was then staying a most beautiful maiden, young but not yet wed, the daughter of a Chieftain, and he of a line which had produced many bards. When Lovernos knew his fate, he went to her, and asked her to lie with him until she be with child. And she looked at him, and saw that he was comely, and of great renown; and also she knew that he was kind. So she agreed, and her father gave his consent as well. For a moon, and another moon, they lay together; and before the third moon was full she knew that she had conceived. Then Lovernos kissed her, and told her she must go again to her father’s house, and told her why; and he held her while she wept. And the next day he went away with his last few companions, and she never saw him again; but in nine months she bore him a son.
“Lovernos came down out of the mountains and traveled east, to a place of ancient magic. Often he and his friends moved by night to avoid the Romans, who were everywhere in the land. The marks of their burning and oppression were plain to see, and the earth groaned beneath them. And when Lovernos saw this he wept afresh, for he knew there would be worse to come, and all that he could do would not prevent it. But something, at least, he could save.
“They came to the place they sought, and lay up there in secret, waiting until the season was right. They talked by day and by night, and made sacrifice in the sacred grove, and bathed in the holy springs. And at last, they went back down the long hills to the Black Lake which lies hidden at their feet, cupped in the hand of the Goddess. And there Lovernos gave away his second name, and submitted himself to the Triple Death, to become the spirit of the land, the King in the Ground: for always,” said Talhaearn, turning his pale eyes upon Rhun, “kingship requires sacrifice. Whether he be Druid or Christian, the wise king knows that he who would lead must be a bridge: a bridge between his people and their Gods, and a bridge between his people and their land; and always he must be willing to lay down his life for them at need. When we forget this, the seas will truly rush in and drown us, the earth gape and swallow us, and the sky of stars fall upon us and crush us out of life forever.”
There was a long silence. Then Rhun smiled, and raised his cup to toast Talhaearn. “I thank you for you wisdom, Father of Awen,” he said. “Not many would offer that story before a king. Twice today I have been—let us say advised, for threatened is too strong a word for your warning!—here in my own court. He who warned me first I sent empty away, but for your words I will pay their worth in gold.” And standing, he went to the old bard, and pulled off one of his own gold bracelets, and put it on Talhaearn’s arm; then he embraced and kissed him. And the silence of the hall broke up in applause.
“Master,” I said later as we were making our way back to the guesthouse, “I have a question for you.”
“Only the one?” said Talhaearn dryly. “That is not usual. Well, ask it then, boy.”
“In the story you told,” I said, “what became of the child—the son of the Druid? Did he become a Druid in his turn?”
“I have wondered about that myself,” said Talhaearn, “but the tale does not say. Maybe, Gwernin, you will have to look for your own answer someday.” And in this he spoke truer than he knew.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
Just as one pebble falling on a mountain slope can start a landslide which wipes out a entire village, so can one man’s anger lead to war. In both cases it needs the right circumstances, the right weight and placement of pebble or man, but once the thing has begun, it acquires an unstoppable momentum of its own. Then may the Gods take pity on anyone who stands in its way, for he will need it.
I was in the courtyard outside the guesthouse the next morning, loading gear on our pack-ponies, when the sound of hoof-beats made me look up. Into the courtyard on a sleek brown mare rode my old friend Ieuan. “Gwernin!” he said as soon as he saw me. “Is Taliesin still here? I have a message for him from my Lord.”
“He is here somewhere,” I said. “I saw him last in the feast-hall, talking with the King. Is it urgent?” For I saw that he had a bruised face and a fresh gash on his forehead, as if he had been fighting.
“Urgent enough,” said Ieuan, dismounting and giving his mare to a stable-boy who came forward to take her. “Can you bring me to them?”
“Surely,” I said, and leaving the ponies standing I led him though the maze of the llys. The feast-hall was empty of King and bard, but a little enquiry brought us to the door of Rhun’s private quarters. The young soldier who stood there leaning on his spear was happy to carry news of a messenger within, and returned in a moment to hold the door wide for us. Inside we found the two we sought, seated by an open casement and nursing morning cups of ale. Strong spring sunshine streamed through the window, bringing to brilliant life the colors of an embroidered hanging on the wall behind the King and shining on the thick furs which covered his bed. Taliesin was dressed today for travel in serviceable dark wool and leather, but Rhun’s loose woolen gown was blue as the bright morning sky, and trimmed at throat and cuffs with strips of red brocaded silk. Both men looked up inquiringly at our entrance.
“Good day to you, Lord King,” said Ieuan, making a half-reverence to the King. “I bring news to you from my master, the Lord Cadwaladr. I was sent to Taliesin, but the news is for both of you.”
“Speak, then,” said Rhun, looking shrewdly from one of us to the other. “Or is your message secret?”
“No, Lord,” said Ieuan. “Indeed, it may soon be known to all too many; I am only the news-bringer. My master sends to tell you that King Elidyr of Aeron is seeking support for his cause among your uchelwyr. He came to us last night at Caer Lêb for this purpose, and has now gone on to Arfon. He has Irish soldiers with him, thirty at least. My master thought it better to let him think we might aid him, for we were outnumbered, and feared lest he fire the thatch above our heads if he was displeased.”
“Were any of your people harmed?” asked Rhun, frowning.
“No, Lord—or at least, none seriously,” said Ieuan. “There were one or two scuffles, when the Irishmen presumed too much on our hospitality to make free with our women, but Elidyr still has them in hand—for now.”
“Then the sooner he is dealt with, the better,” said Rhun, and raising his voice, he summoned the guard from outside his door and gave rapid orders. “We will go by sea to Caer Seint,” he said then, when the young man had left at a run. “Taliesin, you and your party are welcome to join me, but I cannot take your horses.”
“My thanks, Lord, but we will follow by the ferry,” said Taliesin, standing up. “I want to speak with the Lord Cadwaladr on my way. Ieuan, Gwernin, come with me now.” And we followed him out of the King’s room, leaving Rhun calling loudly behind us for his personal attendants and his armor.
As we crossed the courtyard toward the guesthouse, Taliesin said to Ieuan, “Tell me now what else you did not tell the King.”
“There is little more to tell, Lord,” said Ieuan. “Only that King Elidyr was like a barely-banked fire, cool enough on the surface, but burning with anger within. It came out once or twice, when something vexed him, and then he fell to cursing like a hag-wife. I was serving him and my Lord at table and heard more than most, maybe. That is a bitter man!”
“Yes, we saw that clearly enough while he was here,” said Taliesin. “What else? Did you hear what aid he wanted of your Lord?”
“Men and horses, chiefly,” said Ieuan, “to join him on the mainland in pillaging. My Lord put him off, but pledged to see him at Caer Seint in three days. And what he has pledged, he will perform—but I swear he means nothing against the King! He would not else have sent me here to warn him!”
“I believe you,” said Taliesin. “Gwernin, are we nearly packed?”
“Nearly so, Master,” I said, and it was true. All the pack-ponies but mine and Talhaearn’s were ready-laden, and boys came leading our mounts from the stables as I spoke. “I have only a few things more to bring out.”
“Good,” said Taliesin. “Bring them out now. We should be away as soon as we well may be. Ieuan, sit and rest yourself while we finish our preparations. I think we still have wine in our rooms, if you would like some.”
“That would be welcome, Master,” said Ieuan, smiling for the first time that morning. “Riding in the sun is thirsty work. I had to skirt well upstream of the ford, for the tide was full in. Will you cross to the mainland today, or spend the night with us first? You would be welcome.”
“I think,” said Taliesin, frowning, “we may accept that offer. But it will depend on what your lord has to tell me, and on the tide. For now, come in and have that cup. Then we will see.”
In our room I found Neirin digging through the contents of his saddlebags like a dog in search of a bone. “What are you about?” I asked him. “Taliesin is eager to be gone.”
“Sa, sa, I will be ready soon enough,” said Neirin, upending the saddlebag on his bed so vigorously that rings, bracelets, and other small objects bounced off onto the floor. “Hai mai! Let him be patient only a little while longer!” And dropping to his knees, he began to gather up the escapees.
“You are kneeling on your comb,” I said helpfully. “Take care or you will break it, and then you will be no better than Rhys.”
“Na, that is not likely,” said Neirin, grinning and retrieving the object in question from under his right leg. “Never in my life was I that untidy! I think that is all.” And rising, he plucked a string of river pearls out of the middle of his belongings and put it in his belt-pouch, then began to cram the rest rapidly back into the saddlebag. Before I had finished collecting my remaining gear, he was done and going out the door whistling with the saddlebags over one shoulder. I cast a hasty glance around the room for any forgotten items, and finding none, followed him out into the sunshine.
In the few minutes I had been indoors, the scene had changed again. All of our party were gathered around their ponies, even Rhys—though he was also trying to keep as far from Taliesin as possible. Not only our group, however, was on the point of departure; the llys echoed with the sounds of men and horses in orderly movement. Neirin put his saddlebags on his grey pony, and with a word to Taliesin, set off purposefully across the courtyard to where a couple of giggling girls stood watching us. A flash of yellow-gold hair told me all I needed to know about his destination, and grinning, I turned my attention to my own packing. By the time I had finished and was in the saddle, Neirin was back. “Are we ready?” asked Taliesin, looking around at us. “Then let us be off, before the King’s party clogs the road.”
In the main courtyard soldiers were mustering, but we wound our way through them without much trouble. The ship which had been moored in the harbor when we arrived was now tied up at the dock, and men were going aboard carrying gear and weapons. “They will have a fair wind for Caer Seint,” I said to Neirin, who was riding beside me.
“Is that where we are going in such haste?” he asked, grinning.
“Yes,” I said. “It seems King Elidyr has gone to Arfon to cause trouble.”
Neirin laughed. “They will have the Irish wind,” he said. “And that is only right—it brought them down upon us, and now it brings us down on their backs. Tell me the rest of what your friend Ieuan had to say.” And when I had done so, “Hai mai! I do not like the sound of that. I am thinking there will be bloodshed before Beltane this year.”
“I think you may be right,” I said soberly. “But what do you suppose Elidyr hopes to win by this? He cannot believe Rhun will give him a free hand to raid and spoil for long.”
“Na, I am not sure even he knows,” said Neirin. “A balm for his wounded self-esteem, maybe—and enough gold to pay off his Irishmen! They cannot have come here only for the sport of it.”
“Hard luck for the people of the country,” I said, “who get their roofs burned over their heads through no fault of their own.”
“That is always the way with war,” said Neirin. Then he grinned. “But it will give us bards much to sing of afterwards.”
“If we survive it,” I said, but I was grinning back at him. If I had known what lay ahead I might not have been so confident.
Caer Lêb, when we came to it, showed the effects of its unwelcome guests. The green paddock outside the walls where our ponies had grazed was trampled into mud by the feet of many men, and now held only the black burn marks of several fires, and the bloody bones of a butchered cow. The friendly watchdog who had lain in the gateway now cowered back in his kennel, growling and barking savagely, and those who came to his summons were armed men, not women and children. Some of these, like Ieuan, showed fresh cuts and bruises. Their strained expressions vanished, however, when they saw who came, and almost before we had dismounted the tall Lady of the house was waiting beside her red-bearded Lord at the entrance to the hall with the mead-filled guest-cup in her hands. “May you be welcome, Taliesin, and all who come with you,” she said, offering him the dark wooden cup bound with silver. “You will have heard from Ieuan what befell us.”
“A blessing on the house, and on all who dwell within it,” said Taliesin, drinking and looking around the courtyard. “Yes, I heard, and am relieved to see things no worse than they are.”
“Yes, I have had Irishmen here before who did me more damage,” said Cadwaladr dryly. “But I offered them a hotter welcome, and they went away empty-handed, as these, alas, did not. Do you come within now, all of you, and take food and drink. Will you stay the night with us? You come late for the ferry over Menai.”
“The one night, we will, if it is no hardship to you,” said Taliesin smiling.
“I am not yet so poor that I cannot feed and house my friends,” said Cadwaladr. “Be at home, then, all of you: you know the ways of the place. We will talk more presently—your advice would be welcome to me, Masters.”
“Of that,” said Talhaearn, taking the cup from Taliesin, “we have a good store. Sometimes some of us may even agree with each other.”
When our gear was in the guesthouse and our ponies let into the paddock for what grazing remained, I found myself at unexpected liberty. The older bards were in the hall, conferring with the Lord Cadwaladr; Neirin was amusing himself by flirting with the red-haired girl he had noticed on our previous visit; and Rhys had taken himself off somewhere out of sight. I decided to make myself scarce as well. I had the song I had been composing at Aberffraw to polish, and some ideas for another one. I got bread and cheese from one of the women in the kitchen and headed out the gate. The day was fine and fair, and it seemed a long time since I had wandered on my own. The world beckoned me, and I was ready to go. For no good reason I turned south, toward the path which had brought me to Caer Lêb two summers ago.
That had been a summer of marvels for me, the summer when I first left my home and my foster parents and set off around Wales to earn my living as a storyteller. I had traveled first with Ieuan, then an itinerant peddler who wintered always in my home town of Pengwern, helping to carry a part of his stock-in-trade—small lightweight goods, things that he had carved himself or traded for—until he lost it all to his unfortunate passion for gambling. Long before summer’s end it was I and my tales which had mostly earned us food and lodging at the poor homes where we usually stopped. I it was also, though my strange encounters with Gwydion mab Dôn, the supernatural magician and half-god of North Wales, who had brought us indirectly to Ynys Môn. Since then I had only met Gwydion once, though I had often felt his presence, and that last meeting had been a frightening one, beset with ghosts and magic. Now, walking in bright sunlight on the green fields of Môn, I found myself thinking of him again. So when the next thing happened, I was not as surprised as I might have been.
About a mile south of Caer Lêb, on the low ridge which lies between the Afon Braint and Menai, there is a cluster of oak trees. It had caught my eye as I walked, and spoke to me of peace and solitude, both of which I wanted, so I turned my steps toward it. As at Bryn Celli Du, the trees here were mostly young and wind-stunted, with one or two older ones which might have been saplings when the Romans came to Môn. Even in the handful of days since Neirin’s walking of the Dark Path, spring had progressed visibly, and the swollen bronze-green buds on the oak branches had opened into tiny bronze-green leaves which glowed in the afternoon sunlight like jewels. There was nothing so substantial as a burial mound here, or even a standing stone; nothing but the hard grey bones of the island, thrusting themselves here and there from the soil around the roots of the trees. Finding a softer spot padded with last summer’s dried grass and bracken, I sat down with my back against a tree trunk and gave myself over to poetic composition.
I am not sure how long I sat there, chasing an elusive word or rhyme for the pattern which was growing in my mind, before I noticed that the light around me was changing. Fog is not rare on Môn, though it is not usual on a bright afternoon. But sometime during the day the Irish wind must have dropped, for here the fog came, drifting in from the coast. Already the landscape around me was disappearing in a gray haze.
It is no use at such times to curse or complain, still less to blunder about in haste. The weather was mild; even if I found myself lying out overnight, I would hardly take my death of it. And I had just come across a very satisfying sequence of rhymes, which showed great promise. So I went on sitting where I was and thinking—until I heard the sound of wings. Then I looked up and saw it.
Not a hawk, not an owl, but an eagle—the great sea eagle whose wings span more than the reach of a tall man’s arms. He was coming straight toward me, as if I were a salmon, or a hare, or some other hapless creature destined to be dinner. His wings went up in the braking movement that comes at the end of the dive, dark feathers splayed by the wind of his passage; the fierce talons stretched forward to seize and rend; and the sharp yellow beak parted a little in anticipation. Then, as I scrambled to my feet in sudden panic fear, my back still braced against the oak tree, the whole shape of the bird wavered and changed, and became a man standing in front of me, arms outstretched in a dark cloak, knees a little flexed as if he had just dropped from the heavens. His hair was as black as the raven’s wing, his eyes as green as springtime, and his smile was the eagle’s smile on a human face, cruel and pitiless and full of hunger. “Good evening to you, Lord,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady and almost succeeding. “It is a while and a while since I saw you last, Gwydion mab Dôn.”
“Well met, Gwernin,” said Gwydion, dropping his arms to his sides and standing erect, the heavy folds of his cloak swinging closed around him. “It is good to see you back in my country again. You have been a long time away.”
“True enough,” I said. “It is a long way to the land of the Picts, and a longer one around the wheel of the year. But as you say, I am back. Where have you been wandering?”
“Ah,” said Gwydion, his eyes narrowing in amusement. “A question, is it? There are those who would charge you dearly for an answer. But because it is springtime, and I am feeling generous, I will give it to you for free—almost for free.” He came a step closer, and I would have liked to back away, but there was oak bark behind my shoulder blades, and nowhere to run. Besides, I felt instinctively then what I later proved with experience: never run from the Gods. Like the flight of a mouse from a cat, it only attracts their attention, and their reflexes are much faster than yours.
“What—what price would that be, Lord?” I asked. Gwydion’s smile was wide and white as a wolf’s.
“That,” he said softly, “would be a second answer.” Then he laughed. “Na, do not look so frightened, Gwernin bach. By my own name, I mean you no harm. You did me a good turn once, and though I paid you back, I have not forgotten it. Will you have your first answer, then, free and for nothing?”
“If it please you, Lord,” I said, a little reassured, for his wolf-look had faded with the laughter. “I have not forgotten the help you gave me, either, which brought me to these very shores.”
“I was a good boatman, was I not?” said Gwydion, grinning. “Almost as good as my sister’s-son… Sit down, then—you know you are not going to run away.” And he sank down himself, cross-legged in the young green grass and bracken, and I joined him. “That is better,” he said approvingly, pushing back the dark hair from his lean brown face with sinewy, long-fingered hands. “I have been going about the world a bit since you met me last, and I do not like what I see. There have been too many changes in the Island of the Mighty, while I kept my pigs in Meirionydd. And not even I can turn back the years!” And for a moment there was a sadness on him such as I saw there the day we first met. Then it passed. “And you, Gwernin?” he asked, grinning. “Where are you bound? Away north again this summer?”
“I do not know, Lord,” I said, and sighed. “Like enough, back to Llys-tyn-wynnan with my master, and no farther. But there is trouble in this land, and maybe bloodshed before Beltane. Elidyr King of Aeron has come down from the North to threaten Gwynedd, and brought the Irish with him.”
“As to that, he will get what he came for: the land-hold due to him here,” said Gwydion, and the wolf-smile was back. “Whether it will content him is another matter. But you, Gwernin…” He paused, looking at me intently, with his head a little tilted to one side like a curious raven.
“What about me, Lord?” I asked, smiling back at him. “Not that I am asking,” I added hastily. Gwydion gave a low chuckle and stood up suddenly.
“Do not lose hope,” he said. “You will find yourself where you should be, when the time is right. That is all that I can tell you now—do not forget it!” And turning, he spread his cloak, and was an eagle again, leaping with powerful wing-beats into the foggy air, and then gone.
I stood up more slowly, and taking my direction from the faint glow of the westering sun, started back down the hill toward Caer Lêb. I had forgotten the new song I had been making: Gwydion had taken it with him in payment for his second answer. But as I was to find in time, it would prove more than a fair exchange.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
The old fortress of Caer Seint which was built by the Romans—Segontium, they called it—stands on a low hill above its harbor. The last time I saw it, not so many years ago, it lay in smoking ruins, but on the day when I first followed Taliesin there, it seemed a fine strong place, with its corn-lands and lush pastures spread like a green mantle around it, and a straggle of prosperous fisher-huts stretching along the shore at its feet. In the clear waters of the Afon Seint, King Rhun’s ship rode at anchor, and at his castle gates his soldiers stood guard with braced spears. Behind the fortress hill Arfon heaved herself up, higher and higher, mass upon mass, to the heights of Eryri and Yr Wyddfa, the great snow-hill which stands at the heart of Gwynedd. The day was warm and bright, the blue depths of the sky flecked with lambs-wool clouds, and the Irish wind was blowing—but gently—from off-shore. All the land seemed wrapped in a dream of peace.
Dreams were not on display in Rhun’s court, however. Within the stone-built walls of the old fortress a small army was gathered, quartering its men in the patched-up barracks blocks near the gate and grazing its horses on the parade ground nearby. The smoke of their cooking fires hung over the place, and the air was thick with the smells of horse-dung and roasting meat and latrines, all of it mingling with the sea-smells from the shore below. Men came and went on brisk business, or sat around the fires talking and polishing their gear, and the sound of a smith’s hammer somewhere nearby hinted at repairs in progress. It seemed that Rhun was taking Elidyr’s threats seriously, and gathering his forces for war.
We made our way through the orderly confusion of the camp toward the inner llys where the King and his nobles were housed. Here the Roman commander’s headquarters had been reinforced with new walls of stone and timber, a defensible strong place within the great tumble-down sprawl of the fortress itself, meant as it had been to house many hundreds or thousands of men. Within this inner compound lay mead-hall and cookhouse, stables and stores, courtyards and dwelling-places, all in good repair. Here we were welcomed as at any of the King’s courts, our gear safely bestowed in a guesthouse and our ponies led away for tending, and we ourselves brought respectfully to the King’s presence.
Rhun was in his torch-lit mead-hall, lounging in his high seat with three great rough-coated hounds a-sprawl at his feet. Some sort of conference seemed to be taking place; men sat around him on benches or stools, well-dressed and well-armed men, the uchelwyr—the high men—of this land. Headmen of fishing villages with a few sons or cousins, one-valley chieftains with their small proud war-bands, under-kings of a cantref leading their hundred spears: a score and more of these lords of Arfon had come together at their King’s call. Gray-beards wise in war and hot-blooded youngsters sat together and argued, or listened to the reports coming in from Rhun’s scouts. Elidyr, it seemed, was also gathering supporters, but not so many as yet, for such of Rhun’s subjects as did not love him still respected his prowess at war, and knew the formidable weight of his anger when aroused.
Taliesin made his way forward to the King’s side, leaving the rest of us to sit in the back of the hall and listen. Talhaearn found himself a comfortable seat with his back against the wall and dozed, and I was tempted to do likewise; Rhys had disappeared yet again; but Neirin and Ugnach were following the discussions with interest. At last the conference broke up with a string of orders from Rhun to his chief war-leaders.
“I do not want him vanishing into the mountains,” said the King, “nor yet taking ship only to land again somewhere else in my domains. I will have this settled now, once and for all. Those of you I have named, prepare your men and ride north with the twilight. You know your ground—get behind him and block his bolt-holes; cut him off from the passes. The rest of us will follow in the morning, and close the trap. Then we will make an end to this Northern fox. Go you all now, and prepare!” There were shouts of agreement, and most of the men left the hall. But I saw that Taliesin, still seated beside the King, was frowning; and Rhun, turning toward him with some remark, saw this too. “You look concerned, my friend,” he said more quietly. “Have you yet more advice for me?”
“My Lord, I do not know,” said Taliesin, but the frown was heavy on his brow. “I only see…” He stopped and closed his eyes for a moment as if in pain.
“See what?” asked the King, frowning in his turn. “What do you foresee, Chief of Bards?”
Taliesin opened his eyes, and for a moment the torchlight shone red in them. “War,” he said, and his voice was harsh—
“Fire in the thatch, and the corn-fields burning.
Wine-red the ford, as at Camlann field.
Dark ruin and death, and the meat-crows gorging
On torn man-flesh after morning fight.
And many a woman wantonly weeping…”
“That,” said Rhun dryly, “is the lot of all warriors in this world, and nothing new. But I hope this time to cut short the slaughter. Do you see a better way, Font of Poetry?”
“No,” said Taliesin, and he sighed. “I am sorry, my Lord King: I have no better counsel for you now.”
“Then perhaps,” said Rhun, standing and including us all with his glance, “you will have a song—each of you—for me tonight. Now I have many things I must see to.” And turning, he left the room, with his remaining officers following him.
In the feast-hall that night none of us drank deep, and the King did not sit late over his wine. All of the Masters offered some brief song, praise to the King and his valor, and to that of his soldiers, but none of it sticks in my memory. With all the visiting lords, the llys was very full, and we were lucky to be given even one room in the guesthouse. Taliesin and Ugnach drew straws for the second bed, Talhaearn of right having the first, and Ugnach lost, and joined the rest of us on the rush-strewn floor. “It could be worse,” he said, yawning and rolling himself in his cloak beside his already-snoring son. “At least it is dry here, and warm enough… Taliesin, what are your plans for tomorrow?”
“I ride with the King,” said Taliesin, blowing out the candle, and I heard the ropes beneath his straw mattress creak a little as he settled himself more comfortably in his bed. “I must see…what is coming.” He yawned in his turn. “The rest of you would be wiser to stay here.”
“I think I will do so, then,” said Ugnach, yawning again. “Talhaearn and I both have students to teach—have we not, my old friend?”
“True, true,” said Talhaearn sleepily, and sighed.
“I will ride with you, I think,” said Neirin, from where he lay close beside me, his shoulder warm against mine. “Gwernin? You would like to come with us, would you not?”
“Indeed and I would,” I said wistfully. “But my master may require me.”
“Na, he can surely spare you for the one day,” said Neirin, and I heard the smile in his voice. “Talhaearn? May not Gwernin come, too?”
There was silence, and then a snore. I heard Taliesin chuckle. “I think,” he said, “we will have to ask him in the morning. But yes, Gwernin, I think you may come with us as well.”
The next morning the llys was astir long before dawn, for Rhun planned to set out early. Talhaearn having given grudging assent, I found myself on my black pony and riding beside Neirin and Taliesin in the wake of the King while the day star still shone bright in the eastern sky. I had brought my sword, and felt its unaccustomed weight slapping against my thigh, but I did not expect to use it. Neirin wore his as well, but Taliesin rode his red mare unarmed, his cloak floating loose about him in the wind of his going and his dark head uncovered in the dawn chill. For myself, I was shivering as much with excitement as with cold; there is nothing like riding into battle—or at least in the direction of one!—to make you feel the life strong within you, beating like wings with the beat of your blood.
We had not gone far when we saw a horseman breasting the hill ahead of us and heading at a gallop for the King’s banner. At the sight of him Rhun signaled his forces to halt, and drew rein, waiting. Even before he reached the King, the man was calling out his news. “They are not far ahead, Lord,” I heard him shout. “Fifty of them at least, and riding at their ease, with no scouts that I could see.”
“Good,” said Rhun, and with a few commands he changed the disposition of his force, so that when we moved on it was in the shape of a bent bow, the riders on either wing moving ahead of the center. This was not an easy maneuver for scratch troops unused to working together, and the need for constant corrections slowed our advance, so that by the time we came over the hill ourselves and saw the enemy before us we were riding in full sunlight. Before the surprised Irishmen could react, Rhun drew his sword and charged, and with a shout his army followed him, pounding down the hill like a roaring wave that breaks upon the beach and sweeps all before it.
I was not in that charge. Even as I started to kick my black pony to a gallop, Neirin beside me, Taliesin’s voice stopped us. “Na, na!” he said, holding up his hands. “Both of you, remember, we are here to watch! You cannot do that from the midst of the battle—it is not as warriors that we are here today!”
“Sa, sa, you are right as usual, best of bards,” said Neirin, reining his gray pony to a halt and sheathing his sword, but I could see the disappointment on his face. “Hai mai!” and he laughed suddenly, throwing back his head, his dark red hair bright as flame in the early sunlight. “I must admit I was looking forward to the fight, though it was none of mine… Well, we will watch, then—and this is a fine place for watching.”
Indeed it was. As I sat my fretting pony, I saw the whole of the battle spread out before me. The Irishmen fought fiercely, but they were outnumbered and taken by surprise. Soon there were dark bodies—theirs and ours—lying in the green spring grass, and riderless horses. The knot of the fighting drew tighter and tighter around the tall red-cloaked man at its center, whom I recognized even at that distance as Elidyr Mwynfawr. There were bright blades flashing in the sunlight and the clash of steel on steel, shouts and grunts and the screams of wounded men and horses. Shields were hacked to splinters, and blood was flowing freely. As the fight went against them, one or two of the Irishmen tried to turn and run, but they were cut down with sharp steel, or tumbled headlong with a spear between their shoulder-blades to bleed out their lives on the ground.
Then it was I saw Rhun charging the small clot of his remaining enemies. His big roan horse crashed through their feeble line, and his bloody sword shone red in the sunlight as he swung it. Elidyr saw him coming, and turned in the saddle to catch that first blow on his lime-washed shield. His own blade struck splinters from Rhun’s war-board in return, and he shouted something which I could not understand. The Kings circled each other at a little distance then, their snorting, trampling horses throwing up clods of the good black earth and their bright cloaks swirling like banners about them, while all around them their men fell back to give them room.
Rhun shouted in his turn, a word which sounded to me on my hill-crest like “Surrender!” and on the instant Elidyr struck spurs to his mount and charged. Maybe he hoped to catch his opponent off-guard, but if so, he failed. Instead Rhun pulled his well-trained stallion up into a rearing, lashing turn, and as Elidyr’s horse swerved aside from those deadly hooves, Rhun’s sword flicked out like an adder’s tongue and caught his rebellious brother-in-law from behind. It took Elidyr between neck and shoulder, almost beheading him, and bore him down to darkness. His blood-gushing body toppled from its saddle, the few surviving Irishmen threw down their weapons, and the fight was over. But the war, as we found later, had only begun.
As the clash of steel ended, Taliesin sighed. “We can go down now,” he said to me. “But think first of what you just saw, Gwernin, and how you would sing it in hall tonight when Rhun feasts his war-band.” And with those words he set his mare in motion, and started down the hill.
King Rhun was sitting his horse and listening to a report from his penteulu as we rode up. “Ah, there you are,” he said to Taliesin when he saw us. “I have a problem, and could use your advice, and perhaps your aid. We will be putting this”—he flicked his fingers at Elidyr’s body where it lay unmoving in the blood-soaked grass—“underground soon, with what honor is due him. But it seems to me that it might be politic, considering who he was, to send—let us say, an ambassador—to the North, to bear the news of his death to his widow, and to those of his kindred who are the most concerned. And who better to send on such a mission than a bard, and one who stood outside the fighting and can give a true report?” And here he glanced at Neirin, who smiled.
“I will gladly be your messenger in this, Lord King,” he said, his amber eyes sparkling. “For as you well know, I am of the Line of the North myself, and kin within the fourth degree to this man you have just killed. And I say that his killing was lawful, for he attacked your domains, and was taken in arms against you, and neither sarhaed nor galanas is due to his kin. Yet to pay some reparation might be better, to sweeten his death.”
“Na,” said Rhun, “that I will not do: I will give for him, dead, no more than I gave to him alive. But his sword, and his armor, and such other things of value as he had with him, you may take to his widow.”
“As you wish it, Lord King,” said Neirin, but he was not smiling now. “How would you have me travel, and when?”
“My messengers have told me,” said Rhun, “that his ship lies at anchor farther up the coast, near Aber of the White Shells. I will send one of the Irishmen, under guard, to take them the news of his death, and tell them that if they come to Caer Seint, I will pay your passage to Aeron. Thus they may get some profit out of their loss. Will it content you?”
“It will, Lord King,” said Neirin. Then turning to Taliesin, he added, “I had meant to go north at some time this summer, though not so soon.”
“It will be well for you,” said Taliesin, nodding, and to the King, “It seems that your problem is solved.”
“My thanks for it, then,” said Rhun, and to Neirin, “We will speak more of this tonight, O my messenger, and you may set forth as soon as the ship comes and you are ready.” And with that he turned back to his penteulu, and continued hearing his report. We sat our ponies for a few minutes in silence, surveying the battlefield, and then we rode back to Caer Seint. Already the black-winged ravens were circling in the sky behind us.
There was food and drink in plenty in the hall that night, and praise songs as well, both from our Masters and from some of Rhun’s own bards; but I chose instead to tell a story. It was the tale of how Gwydion mab Dôn, pursued by Pryderi Prince of Dyfed for the theft of his magical pigs, chose to meet his opponent face to face on the Great Sands of Aber Dwyryd, and slew him there. Blow by blow I told it—the shouting of insults; the casting of spears and the splintering of shields; the hacking of sword against ringing sword, against shield boss, against war-cap and armor and naked flesh; the blood that trickled and dripped and gushed, making sword-hilts twist in the hand, blinding eyes, and reddening the sea-foam where waves washed around ankles with the rising tide…
There was magic, too, in that fight, magic that darkened the sunlight and brought the winds of death-cold winter howling around them both, so that sweat froze on brow and salt-spume in hair and beard, and eyes darkened and breath rasped in the throat, as if the very air they breathed was congealing with cold. Ghosts were in that wind, dead enemies and lost lovers, moaning, begging, and pleading, grasping at arms, licking the hot blood that flowed from wounds to give themselves voice, calling, shouting like the storm winds that roar around a house at midnight when the gales try to tear it from its foundations and fling it into the sea…
All these things I spoke of, and the hall quietened to hear me. Then I told of the final blow, of Gwydion’s sword crashing down like a lightning-bolt through Pryderi’s last defense, cutting through steel and leather, flesh and bone, to come to the heart; and how Pryderi toppled down like a great tree when it feels the final blow of the axe-man, and makes all the earth around it shake when it falls; of the gush of bright blood bubbling out of the broken body; of the wallowing in the waves as they flung him higher and higher up the beach, to leave him there at last like a stranded whale, or a ship driven ashore by storm. And I told of Gwydion’s shout of triumph, and of the exaltation in his heart which almost overcame the pain in his wounded body; of his utter weariness, so that every step he took through the surging water and up the sucking sands required the last desperate dregs of his strength; and of his sadness at striking down so brave a warrior, and his joy at being the one left still standing, still alive.
And that night, I said, there was feasting and music for Gwydion in the hall of his uncle in Caer Dathyl, which stood on this very hill before ever the Romans came to build their fort; but Pryderi lay cold and alone in his grave at Maen Twrog, and there he lies still, and shall until the end of the world. So should we all, I said, give thanks to our Gods that we live and feast and drink tonight, and enjoy our lives while we may; for to all men death will come, be it soon or late, and those who meet him bravely in fair fight, and win thereby a great name, may be the luckiest of us all.
The hall was rather silent when I was done, and some there gave me a thoughtful look, but when one calls the awen, one must take what comes—or who. So I thought then, and so I think still.
But that, O my children, is a story for another day.
Five led ponies are more than enough for one man to manage, up-slope and down through the mountains, even if four of them are pack-ponies well used to being in a string. Three of them I had expected: Taliesin’s and Talhaearn’s two, and my own shaggy little red mare. But the other two were Neirin’s, and this is how it came about.
The Irish ship had come to Caer Seint in response to King Rhun’s message on the day after Elidyr Mwynfawr got his well-deserved killing. The sailors had, after all, no particular loyalty to the dead man, beyond that which he had bought and paid for, and they had every reason to wring such profit as they could out of a bad bargain by taking Neirin back to the North with them as a passenger. Meanwhile, to provide a surety for their good faith in this undertaking—for ambassadors and news-bringers can be kidnapped and enslaved as easily as lesser men!—Rhun was keeping such of the Irish soldiers as had survived the battle in chains as his hostages until Neirin should return safely from his mission. How long this would take no one was very sure, least of all Neirin himself.
“Better it might be,” he had said to King Rhun that morning in the hall, over a breakfast of cold meat and fresh barley bannock, “if I were to go on from Aeron to Alt Clut and Dun Eidyn, and spread the word firsthand amongst Elidyr’s kindred, rather than let rumor run its course. This will take some time, and it is not likely that the Irish ship will be wishing to bide for me at Ayr-port or Clyde-mouth whilst I do my talking. Nor am I sure, Lord King, where I will find you when I do return. But if I do not come back before midsummer, I will find a way to send you word, so that you may honorably ransom your prisoners to their kinsmen, if they so choose.”
“How shall I know that the message comes from you?” asked Rhun, smiling and brushing crumbs from his curly red-gray beard onto his embroidered purple tunic. “Parchment and ink may counterfeit as easily as words.”
“Na, it is well thought of,” agreed Neirin, reaching for another of the little honey-scented brown cakes which filled the wooden platter set between us. “But I can send instead to Taliesin: he will know if the message comes from me, or not.” And he turned to Taliesin, who sat beside them at the table wearing a robe as deeply blue as his eyes. “Would you not know, my once-and-always master?”
“That goes without saying, Little Hawk,” said Taliesin, looking up with a smile from the fresh ewe-milk cheese he was spreading on his own bannock. “But do you send your message to the King, for I think that when it comes I shall be close at hand.”
So it was arranged, and Neirin went aboard the Irish ship that afternoon, and she sailed with the evening tide. But there being no space on the ship for ponies, he left his two in my keeping. “The pack-pony,” he had said earlier that day in the stables, where the two of us had gone to talk, “is neither here nor there, and I can get another if I must; but I would not be for trusting my old friend Brith to the King’s grooms for who knows how long. He will be safer with you, brother; and if you take the one, as well for you to take the other, too.” And he drew his hand slowly down the dapple-gray’s soft nose, and Brith snorted and butted his master in the chest, impatient for the treat which he knew was coming. Neirin smiled and offered it on his open palm, a piece of his last breakfast bannock which he had saved for this purpose, and the pony lipped it up delicately. These two had been together since Neirin’s boyhood in the North, and had traveled many a mile in partnership; only last summer Neirin had risked his own life and freedom rather than lose his old friend.
“You will miss him,” I said, teasing, “more than any girl you have ever left behind.”
“Indeed I will,” said Neirin, rubbing Brith’s broad forehead and smiling, his amber eyes as bright and dark in the shadowy stable as the pony’s own. “And he has never played me false, unlike one or two I could mention. But you will keep him safe for me, brother, until I come again.”
“I wish I were going with you,” I said as we crossed the courtyard from the stables. “You might need me along to get you out of scrapes again, especially if you are going to Alt Clut.” For at Alt Clut dwelt the silver-haired young woman whom Neirin had seen and vainly desired last summer, before her marriage to King Rhydderch Hael.
“Na, na, I will be more careful this time,” said Neirin, grinning. “And someone must stay here to help Taliesin when he needs it.”
“What do you mean?” I asked in puzzlement. “It is back to Llys-tyn-wynnan with Talhaearn I am going, remember—not off with Taliesin, wherever that might be.”
“Of course you are,” said Neirin, and laughed. “Hai mai! Where are my wits wandering to? And I am not even at sea yet—something that I have not done before, in truth! They are saying it is three day’s sailing to Aeron with the wind in this quarter—I wonder, will I be very sick?” And he grimaced comically.
“Na, that I cannot foretell,” I said, laughing, “not having been to sea myself! You shall tell me all about it when you come back to reclaim Brith.”
“Indeed, and I shall,” said Neirin, and laid his arm for a moment across my shoulders. But he did not look worried at all.
I was thinking of that conversation now, as I led my pack string behind Taliesin and Talhaearn. The three of us were not going back the way we had come, north around Eryri, but instead were taking a different route, south through Ardudwy and Meirionnydd, and skirting the eastern flanks of snow-capped Cadair Idris, to come at last into Powys from the west. We had parted with Ugnach and Rhys three mornings ago at Caer Seint, much to the latter’s apparent relief, and had covered much ground since then, for Taliesin had promised to have us home again by Beltane, and meant to keep his word. Some of the country was familiar to me from two years before—indeed, we had lain the previous night at Maen-Twrog, near the place where I first met Gwydion mab Dôn—but all that day we had been passing through lands new to me, for between Aber Dyfi and Harddlech, Ieuan and I had followed the coast.
Looking at the thickly-forested slopes towering above me on either side, I could see why Ieuan had chosen that way. We were threading a narrow valley between steep hills, following the swift-running Afon Eden on its way to Aber Mawddach and the sea. This would be dark country in the summer when the branches above us shut out the sun, a land more fit for deer and wild boar—and maybe wild men—than for wandering travelers on foot. Even now it was lonely, as if the old god Idris still cast his brooding spell over the land. That afternoon, however, the oaks and alders all around us were in pale new leaf, and the willow-catkins by the water shone bright gold with pollen. Beside our track the grass and bracken-fern grew lush and green, a temptation to Brith and the pack-ponies, who wanted to stop and graze. Squirrels chittered and chased each other through the oak branches, and somewhere a woodpecker drummed his ownership of his territory. Above us the sky was a ruffled sea of thin broken cloud, through the gaps of which the late afternoon sun poured down from time to time, showing me now and again a partial view of Cadair Idris’ snow-crowned head, silver-bright above the darkness of the intervening hills, as our track bent back and forth. It haloed, too, Talhaearn’s gray-white mane as he rode straight and tall in the saddle, now behind and now side by side with Taliesin, his hair sometimes shining bright as the mountaintop, sometimes eclipsed by the flickering shadows of the trees.
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