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The Par adi se war

by
St ephen Lawhead

Chaper 1

An Aurochs in the Wrks

It all began with the aurochs.

We were having breakfast in our roons at college. Sinon was presiding over the table with his
accustoned critique on the world as evidenced by the norning' s paper. "Ch, splendid," he sniffed,
"it looks as if we have been invaded by a pack of free-Ioading foreign photographers keen on
exposing their filmand who knows what el se-to the exotic delights of Dear A d Blighty. Lock up
your daughters, Bognor Regis! European paparazzi are |loose in the land!"

He ranbl ed on awhil e, and then announced: "Hold on

Have a gawk at this!" He snapped the paper sharp and sat up straight-an uncommon posture for
Si non.

"Gawk at what?" | asked idly. This thing of his-reading the paper aloud to a running conmmentary of
facile contenpt, scorn, and sarcasm well-nixed and peppered with his own uni que bl end of cynicism
had | ong since ceased to amuse nme. | had learned to grunt agreeably while eating nmy egg and toast.
This saved having to pay attention to his tirades, eloquent though they often were.

"Sone bew | dered Scotsman has found an aurochs in his patch."

"You don't say." | dipped a corner of toast triangle into the nolten center of a soft-boiled egg,
and read an item about a disgruntled driver on the London Underground refusing to stop to let off
passengers, thereby conmpelling a train-full of frantic commters to ride the Crcle Line for over
five hours. "That's interesting."”

"Apparently the beast wandered out of a nearby wood and collapsed in the mddle of a hay field
twenty mles or so east of Inverness." Sinmon |owered the paper and gazed at ne over the top. "D d
you hear what | just said?"

"Every word. Wandered out of the forest and fell down next to |Inverness-probably from boredom" I
replied. "I know just how he felt."

Sinon stared at ne. "Don't you realize what this neans?"

"I't neans that the |l ocal branch of the RSPCA gets a phone call. Big deal." | took a sip of coffee
and returned to the sports page before me. "I wouldn't call it news exactly."

"You don't know what an aurochs is, do you?" he accused. "You haven't a clue."

"A beast of sone sort-you said so yourself just now," | protested. "Really, Sinon, the papers you
read-" | flicked his upraised tabloid with a disdainful finger. "Look at these so-called
headl i nes: 'Princess Linked to Alien Sex Schene!' and ' Shock Horror Wekend for Bishop with
Massage Parlor Turk!' Honestly, you only read those rags to fuel your pessinism"

He was not noved. "You haven't the slightest notion what an aurochs is. Go on, Lewis, admt it."
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| took a wild stab. "It's a breed of pig."

"Nice try!" Sinmon tossed his head back and | aughed. He had a nasty little fox-bark that he used
when he wanted to deri de soneone's ignorance. Sinon was extrenely adept at derision; a master of
di sdai n, nockery, and ridicule in general

| refused to be drawn. | returned to ny paper and stuffed the toast into nmy nouth.
"A pig? |Is that what you sai d?" He | aughed agai n.
"Ckay, okay! Wiat, pray tell, is an aurochs, Professor Rawnson?"

Sinon folded the paper in half and then in quarters. He creased it and held it before nme. "An
aurochs is a sort of ox."

"Way, think of that," | gasped in feigned astoni shnment. "An ox, you say? It fell down? Ch ny, what
won't they think of next?" | yawned. "G ve nme a break."

"Put like that it doesn't sound |ike nuch,” Sinon allowed. Then he added, "Only it just so happens
that this particular ox is an ice-age creature which has been extinct for the last tw thousand
years."

"Extinct." | shook nmy lead slowy. "Wiere do they get this malarkey? If you ask ne, the only thing
that's extinct around here is your native skepticism"

"It seens the last aurochs died out in Britain sonetine before the Ronmans | anded-alt hough a few
may have survived on the continent in the sixth century or so."

"Fascinating," | replied.
Si non shoved the fol ded paper under my nose. | saw a grainy, badly printed photo of a huge bl ack
mound that might or might not have been mammualian in nature. Standing next to this ill-defined

mass was a grimlooking m ddl e-aged man hol ding a very long, curved object in his hands, roughly
the size and shape of an ol d-fashi oned scythe. The object appeared to be attached in sonme way to
the bl ack bul k besi de him

"How bucolic! A man stnding next to a manure heap with a farminplenment in his hands. How utterly
honespun,"” | scoffed in a fair imtation of Sinon hinself.

"That manure heap, as you call it, is the aurochs and the inplement in the farmer's hinds is one
of the animal's horns."

| |l ooked at the photo agan and coul d al nost nake out the aninmal's head bel ow the great sl ope of
its shoul ders. Judging by the size of the horn the ani mal woul d have been enornous-easily three or

four times the size of a normal cow. "Trick photography," | declared.

Si non cl ucked his tongue. "I amdi sappointed in you, Lewis. So cynical for one so young."

"You don't actually believe this-" | jabbed the paper with ny finger, "this trunped-up tripe, do
you? They make it up by the yard-manufacture it by the carload!"

"Well," Sinobn admitted, picking up his teacup and gazing into it, "you're probably right."

"You bet I"'mright," | rowed. Prematurely, as it turned out. | should have known better

"Still, it wouldn't hurt to check it out.” He lifted the cup, swirled the tea, and drained it.

Then, as if his m nd were nade up, he placed both hands flat on the tabletop and stood.
| saw the sly set of his eyes. It was a look | knew well and dreaded. "You can't be serious."
"But | am perfectly serious."

"Forget it."
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"Come on. It will be an adventure."
"I'"ve got a neeting with ny adviser this afternoon. That's nore than enough adventure for ne."

"l want you with ne," Sinon insisted
"What about Susannah?" | countered. "I thought youl were supposed to neet her for [unch."”
"Susannah will understand." He turned abruptly. "We'll take nmy car."

"No. Really. Listen, Sinon, we can't go chasing after this ox thing. It's ridiculous. It's
nothing. It's like those fairy rings in the cornfields that had everybody all worked up |ast year

It's a hoax. Besides, | can't go-1've got work to do, and so have you."

"Adrive in the country will do you a world of good. Fresh air. Cear the cobwebs. Nourish the
inner man." He wal ked briskly into the next room | could hear himdialing the phone and, a noment
| ater, he said, "Listen, Susannah, about today... terribly sorry, dear heart, sonething's cone
up... Yes, just as soon as | get back... Later... Yes, Sunday, | won't forget... cross ny heart
and hope to die. Cheers!" He replaced the receiver and dialed again. "Rawnson here. 1'lIl be
needing the car this norning... Fifteen minutes. Right. Thanks, awfully."

"Sinon!" | shouted. "I refuse!"

This is how | came to be standing in St. Aldate's on a rainy Friday norning in the third week of
M chael mas Term drizzle dripping off ny nose, waiting for Sinobn's car to be brought around,
wondering how he did it.

We were both graduate students, Sinon and |I. W shared roons, in fact. But where Sinobn had only to
whi sper into the phone and his car arrived when and where he wanted it, | couldn't even get the
porter to let me |lean ny poor, battered bicycle against the gate for half a mnute while | checked
my mail. Rank hath its privileges, | guess.

Nor did the gulf between us end there. Wile | was little above medi um height, with a build that,
before the mirror, could only be described as weedy, Sinon was tall and regally slim well-

nmuscl ed, yet trimthe build of an Aynpic fencer. The face |I displayed to the world boasted plain
somewhat | unpen features, crowned with a |lackluster mat the color of old wal nut shells. Sinobn's
features were sharp, well-cut and clean; he had the kind of thick, dark, curly hair wonen admre
and openly covet. My eyes were nmouse gray; his were hazel. My chin drooped; his jutted.

The effect when we appeared in public together was, | imagine, much in the order of a live before-
and-after advertisenent for Nature's Om Wnder Vitam ns & Handsone Tonic. He had good | ooks to
burn, and the sort of rugged and ruthless masculinity both sexes fnd appealing. | had the kind of

| ooks that often inprove with age, although it was doubtful that | should live so |ong.

A |l esser man woul d have been jeal ous of Sinon's bounteous good fortune. However, | accepted ny | ot
and was content. Al tight, | was jealous too-but it was a very contented jeal ousy.

Anyway, there we were, the two of us, standing in the rain, traffic whizzing by, buses disgorging
soggy passengers on the busy pavenent around us, and nme nuttering in lame protest. "This is dunb.
It's stupid. It's childish and irresponsible, that's what it is. It's nuts.”

"You're right, of course,"” he agreed affably. Rain pearled on his driving cap, and trickled down
hi s waxed-cotton shooting jacket.

"W can't just drop everything and go racing around the Country on a whim" | crossed ny arns
i nside ny plastic Poncho. "I don't know how | let you talk me into these things."

"It's my utterly irresistible charm old son." He grinned disarningly. "W Rawnsons have bags of
it."

"Yeah, sure."

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%2...20Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (3 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:13 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

"Where's your spirit of adventure?" My lack of adventurous spirit was sonething he always threw at
me whenever he wanted me to go along with one of his lunatic exploits. | preferred to see nyself
as stable, steady-handed, a both-feet-on-the-ground, practical-as-pie realist through and through

"It's not that,” | quibbled. "I just don't need to | ose four days of work for nothing."

"It's Friday," he remi nded nme. "It's the weekend. W'Il be back on Monday in plenty of time for
your precious work."

"W haven't even packed toothbrushes or a change of underwear," | pointed out.

"Very well," he sighed, as if | had beaten himdown at |ast, "you've nade your point. |If you don't

wish to go, | won't force you."

"1"I'l go alone."” He stepped into the street just as a gray Jaguar Sovereign purred to a halt in
front of him A man in a black bow er hat scranmbled fromthe driver's seat and held the door for
hi m

"Thank you, Bates," Sinon said. The man touched the brimof his hat and hurried away to the
porters' |odge. Sinmon glanced at ne across the rain-beaded roof of the sleek autonobile, and
smled. "Well, chun? Going to |let ne have all the fun al one?"

"Dam you, Sinmon!" | shouted, yanked the door open and ducked in. "I don't need this!"

Laughing, Sinmon slid in and slanmed the door. He shifted ~ into gear, then punched the accel erator
to the floor. The tires squeal ed on the wet pavenent as the car |eapt forward. Sinon yanked the
wheel and executed a highly illegal U-turn in the nmddle of the street, to the blaring of bus
horns and the curses of cyclists.

Heaven hel p us, we were off.

Chapter 2

Doom on the Hal f shel

There are worse things than cruising up the M6 in a Jaguar Sovereign with Handel's Water Misic
bat hi ng the ragged aural nerve ends. The car tops ninety wi thout a murmur, w thout a shimy.

Silent |andscape glides by effortlessly. Cool |eather inparts a loving enbrace. Tinted gl ass
shades the way-worn eye. The interior cocoons, cushioning the passenger fromthe shocks and al arns
of the road. It is a fabulous nmachine. | would throttle a rhinoceros to own one.

Sinon's father, a nerchant banker of sonme obscure stripe and well on the way to a | ordship one
day, had bought it for his son. In nuch the sane way, he was buying Sinon a top-drawer Oxford
education. Nothing but the best for dear Siney.

The Rawnsons had noney. Ch, yes they did. Piles of the stuff. Sonme of it old; nost of it new. They
al so enjoyed that singular attribute prized by the English above all others: breeding. Sinon's
great - grandnot her was a duchess. H s grandnother had married a | ord who rai sed racehorses and once
sold a Derby winner to Queen Victoria, thereby ensuring fame and fortune for evernore. Sinobn's
fam |y was one of those quietly respectable tribes that marry shrewdly and end up owni ng Cornwal |
the Lake District, and half of Bucki nghanmshjre before anyone has noticed. Al of which nmade Sinon
a spoiled brat, of course.

In another day and age, Sinon night have been sublinely happy idling away in a honey-stoned manor
house in the Mdlands, training horses and hounds, and playing the country squire. But he knew too
much now to be content with a life of bag bal mand jodhpurs. Al as, education had ruined that cozy
scenario for him

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%2...20Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (4 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:13 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

If any man was ever untinely born, it was Sinon Rawnson. Al the same, he could not suppress that
aristocratic strain; it declared itself in the very warp and woof of him | could see the lad as
the lord of vast estates, as a duke with scurrying mnions and a stately pile in Sussex. But not
as an acadenic. Not for Sinobn the ivied halls and dreaning spires. Sinon | acked the all-consum ng
passi on of the great scholar and the anbition necessary to survive the narrow cut and thrust of
academic in-fighting. In short, he had a genuine aptitude for academ c work, but no real need to
succeed at it. As a result, he did not take his work seriously enough

He wasn't a slouch. Nor was it a matter of sinply buying his sheepskin with Daddy's fat checkbook
Sinmon had rightly won his pride of place with a particularly brilliant undergraduate career. But
as a third-year doctoral candidate he was finding it too much work. Wat did he want with a degree
in history anyway? He had no intention of conducting any original research, and teaching was the
furthest thing fromhis nmind. He had no higher academic aspirations at all. Two years into the
program Sinon was sinply going through the notions. Lately, he wasn't even doing that.

I had seen it happeni ng-seen the glittering prize slipping away from himas he began to shirk his
studies. It was a nodel case of graduate burn-out. One sees it often enough in Oxford and cones to
recogni ze the synptons. Then again, maybe Sinon just ained to protract his university experience
as long as possible since he had nothing el se planned. It is true that with noney, college can be
a cushy life. Even without noney it's better than nost things going.

I did not blame Sinon; | felt sorry for him | don't know what | would have done in his place.
Like a lot of Anerican students in Oxford, however, | had to justify ny existence at every turn. |
desperately wanted nmy degree, and | could not be seen to fail. | could not allow nyself to be

shi pped sack across the pond with nmy tail tucked between ny legs. Thus, | had a built-in drive to
achi eve and to succeed that Sinmon would never possess, nor properly understand.

That, as | think of it, was one of the principle differences between us: | have had to scrape for
every snall crunb | have enjoyed, while Sinmon does not know the neaning of the word "strive."
Everyt hi ng he had-everything he was-had been given him granted outright. Everything he ever
wanted cane to himfreely, without nmerit. People nmade allowances for Sinmon Rawnson sinply because
of who he was. No one nmade allowances for Lewis Gllies. Ever. What little | had- and it was scant
i ndeed-at | east was mne because | had earned it. Merit was an alien concept in Sinbn's universe
It was the central fact of mine

Yet, despite our differences, we were friends. Right fromthe start, when we drew next-door roons
on the sane staircase that first year, we knew we would get on together. Sinon had no brothers, so
he adopted nme as such. W spent our undergraduate days sanpling the gol den nectar of the vats at
"The Turf," rowing on the river, giving the girls a bad time, and generally behaving as well as
anyone m ght expect two untethered Oxford nen to behave.

I don't nean to make it sound as if we were wastrels and rakes. W studi ed when we had to, and
passed the exans we had to pass with the narks we needed. W were, sinply, neither nore nor |ess
serious than any two typical undergraduate students.

Upon graduation | applied for a place in the Celtic Studies program and was accepted. Being the
only student from ny honetown high school ever to attend Oxford, | et alone graduate, was A Very

Big Deal. It was witten up in the local Paper to the delight of nmy sponsors, the Anerican Legion
Post Forty-three, who, in a giddy rush of self-congratulation, granted me a healthy stipend for
books and expenses. | hustled around and scrounged a snmall grant to cover the rest, and, Presto!

was i n business.

Si non thought an advanced degree sounded |ike a splendid idea, so he went in for history-though
why that and not astrophysics, or animl husbandry, or anything else is beyond nme. But, as | said,
he had a good brain under his bonnet and his advisers seened to think he'd nmake out all right. He
was even offered roons in college-a nost highly sought-after situation. Places for undergrad
students are scarce enough, but roons for graduates are out of the question for any but the truly
prized individual

Privilege again, | suppose. Sinon's father, Geoffrey Rawnson, of Bl ackl edge, Rawnson and Synes
Ltd, no doubt had something to do with it. But who was | to conplain? Top of the staircase and
furnished with a good share of the college's priceless antiques-no |less than three Italian
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Renai ssance mast er pi eces, carved oak panelling, Tiffany tables, a crystal chandelier, two

Chi ppendal e desks, and a red | eather davenport. Nor did the regal appointnents end there; we had a
meti cul ous scout, good neals in the dining hall fortified with |iberal doses of passable plonk
fromthe college cellarer's | egendary cellars, nodest use of student assistants, library
privileges undergrads would kill for-all that and a splendid view across the quad to the cathedra
spire. Where would | get a situation |ike that on ny own?

Sinon wanted us to continue on together as before, so he arranged for ne to share his roons. |
think he saw it as three or four nore years of bachelor bliss. Easy for him Mney was no object.
He could well afford to dither and dally till doonsday, but | had ny hands full just keeping up
with the fees. It was inperative that | finish, get ny degree, and |and a teaching position as
qui ckly as possible. | dearly |loved Oxford, but | had student loans to repay and a family back in
the States that had begun wondering loudly and often if they were ever going to see me again.

Also, | was rapidly reaching an age where narri age-or at |east concubi nage-appealed. | was tired
of my prol onged celibacy, tired of wending ny weary way along life's cold corridors al one. |

I onged for the civilizing influence of a woman in nmy crude existence, as well as a graceful female
formin ny bed.

This is why | resented taking this absurd trip with Sinon. | was neck-deep in ny thesis: The

I nfluence of CGoidelic Cosnbgraphy in Medieval Travel Literature. Lately, | had begun to sense
fresh wind on ny face and the faint glimer of |ight ahead. Confidence was feebly sprouting. | was
comng to the end at last. Maybe.

It is likely Sinon realized this and, perhaps unconsciously, set out to sabotage me. He sinmply
didn't want our good tines to end. If | conpleted ny degree ahead of him he would have to face
the cruel world al one-a prospect he sought to hold off as |long as humanly possible. So, he
contrived all sorts of ingenious stratagens for side-tracking ne.

Thi s asinine aurochs business was just another delaying tactic. Wiy did | go along with it? Wy
did |l allowhimto do this to nme?

The truth? Maybe | didn't really want to finish, either. Deep down, | was afraid-of failure, of
facing the great unknown beyond the ivory towers of academ a. After all, if | didn't finish
wouldn't fail; if I didn't finish, I could just live in ny snug little wonb forever. It's sick, |

know. But it's the truth, and a far nore common nal ady anong academ cs t han nost people realize.
The university systemis founded on it, after all.

"Move yer bloomn' arse!" nuttered Sinon at the driver of a dangerously overloaded mni. "GCet

over, you great pillock." He had been nuttering for the last fifty mles or so. Asix-mle traffic
j am around Manchester had put us well and truly behind schedule, and the notorway traffic was
beginning to get to him | glanced at the clock on the dash: three forty-seven. Digital clocks are
synptomati c of our anbival ent age; they provide the precise tine to the nanosecond, but no greater
context: an infinite succession of "You Are Here" arrows, but nary a map.

"I't's almost four o' clock,” | pointed out. "Wiy not let's take a break and get sone tea? There's a
service area conming ip."

He nodded. "Yeah, sure. | could do with a pee."

A few mnutes later, Sinon worked his way over to the exit asic and we were coasting into an M
oasis. The parking | ot was janmed; everyone had rolled up for tea. And many of themwere having it
inside their cars. | have always wondered about this peculiar habit. Wy woul d these peopl e spend
hour upon hour driving and then pull into a rest area only to stay locked in their cars with the
wi ndows rolled up, eating sandwi ches from a shoebox, and drinking tepid tea froma thernos? Not ny
i dea of a wel cone break

We parked, |ocked the car, and wal ked to the |ow brick bunker. A foul gray sky sprinkled drizzle
on us, and a brisk diesel-scented wind drove it into our clothes. "Ch, please, no," Sinmon npaned.

"What's wrong?"

He Iifted a disnissive hand to the nmuch-abused blue plastic letters affixed to the gray concrete
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wal | facing us. The gesture was pure disdain. "It's a Motornman Inn-they're the worst."

We shuffled into the gents. It was danp and filthy. Evidently sone m sguided rustic had herded
diarrhetic cattle through the place and the managenent had yet to come to ternms with the crisis.
We finished our business quickly and retreated to the concourse where we proceeded past a gang of
bl ack-1 eathered bandits loitering before a bank of screeching kill-or-be-killed arcade ganes. The
cheerful thugs tried to beg | oose change fromus, but Sinmon inperiously ignored themand we pushed
through the glass door and into the cafeteria.

There was a queue, of course, and the cakes were stale and the biscuits shopworn. In the end, |
settled for a Twi x bar and a nug of tea. Sinobn, on the other hand, confessed to feeling peckish
and ordered chicken and chips, apple crunble and cream and a coffee.

I found us a table and, having paid, Sinon folded hinself into the booth opposite ne. The room was
loud with the clank of cutlery and rank with cigarette snmoke. The floor beneath our table was
slinmy with nmashed peas. "God, this is grotesque,” groaned Sinon, but not without a certain grim
satisfaction. "A real pigsty. The Mtornmani acs strike again."

| sipped nmy tea. The balance of milk to brew had been seriously overestimated, but never nind; it
was hot. "You want me to drive awhile? |I'm happy to spell you."

Si mron dashed brown vinegar froma sachet over his chicken and chips. He speared a long sliver of
potato; the soggy digit dangled linply fromhis fork. He glared at it in disgust before popping it
into his nouth, then slowy turned his basilisk gaze toward the food counter and the kitchen
beyond. "These sub-literate drones have no higher challenge to their vestigial nental faculties
than to dip over-processed potatoes into warmoil," he said icily. "You' d think they'd get it
right eventually-the | aws of chance, if nothing else."”

I didn't want to get involved, so | unwapped ny Twi x and broke off a piece. "How nuch farther to
I nver ness, do you reckon?"

Witing off the chips as a total |oss, Sinmon noved on to the chicken, grimacing as he wested a
strip of woody flesh fromthe carcass. "Putrid,” was his verdict. "I don't nmnd it being | ukewarm
but | hate congeal ed chicken. It should have been chucked in the bin hours ago." He shoved the

pl ate aside violently, scattering greasy chips across the table.

"The apple whatsit | ooks good," | observed, nmore out of pity than conviction

Sinon pulled the bowl to himand tested the contents with a spoon. He nmade a face and spat the
mout hful back into the bow . "Nauseating," he declared. "England produces the finest apples on
this planet, and these nal feasant cretins use infectious tinned refuse fromsone fly-blown police
state. Moreover, we stand am dst dairyland which is the envy of the free world, a land veritably
flowing with nmilk and honey, but what do we get? Freeze-dried vegi-mlk substitute reconstituted
with dishwater. It's crinminal."

"It's road food, Sinon. Forget it."

"I't's stupid bl oodym ndedness,"” he replied, taking up the bow and lifting it high. |I was afraid
he was going to fling it across the room Instead, he overturned it cerenoni ously upon the

of fendi ng chi cken and greasy chips. He pulled his coffee to him and | offered himhalf of ny
chocol ate bar, hoping to pacify.

"I don't mnd the noney," he said softly. "I don't mind throwing noney away-1 do that all the
time. What | nmind is the cynicism”

"Cynicisn?" | wondered. "H ghway robbery, perhaps, but I wouldn't call it cynicism"

"My dear fellow, that's exactly what it is. You see, the thieving blighters know they have you-
you're trapped here on the notorway. You can't sinply stroll along to the conpetitor next door
You're tired, need a respite fromthe road. They put up this facade and pretend to offer you
succor and sustenance. But it's a lie. They offer swill and offal, and we have to take it. They
know we won't say anything. We're English! We don't like to nmake a fuss. W take whatever we're

gi ven, because, really, we don't deserve any better. The smarny brigands know this, and they wield
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it like a bludgeon. | call that cynical, by God."
"Pi pe down," | whispered. "People are staring."

"Let theml ™ Sinon shouted. "These scum sucking slop nmerchants have stol en nmy noney, but they do
not get my cal macceptance of the fact. They do not get my neek subm ssion.”

"Al'l right, all right. Take it easy, Sinmon," | said. "Let's just go, okay?"

He threw the coffee cup down on the table, got up, and stalked out. | took a last sip of tea and
hurried after himpausing in the parking lot to gaze in envy at the punters taking tea in the
confort and privacy of their autonobiles. It suddenly seened the height of prudence and taste.

Sinon had the car running by the tine | caught up with him "You knew what it would be |ike when
you went in there," | charged, clinbing in. "Honestly, sonmetines | think you do this on purpose,
just so you can gripe about it afterwards."

"Am | to blane for their crimnal inconpetence?" he roared. "Am | responsibl e?"
"You know what | mean,"” | maintained. "It's sluming, Sinmon. It's your vice."

He threw the car into gear and we rocketed through the parking lot and out onto the notorway. It
was a good few m nutes before Sinmon spoke again. The silence was nerely the cal mbefore the storm
he was working up to one of his tirades. | knew the signs well enough, and, judging fromthe
intensity with which he grasped the steering wheel, the stormwas going to be a doozey. The air
fairly trenbled with pent-up fury.

Sinon drew a breath and | braced myself for the blast.

"W are dooned, of course," he said slowy, picking out each word as if it were a stone for a
slingshot. "Dooned like rats in a rain barrel."

"Spare nme."

"Did you know," he said, assumi ng ny ignorance, "that when Constantine the Great won the battle of
the MIlvian Bridge in the year 312, he decided to put up a triunphal arch to commenorate his great
vi ctory?"

"Listen, do we have to go into this?"

"Well, he did. The only problemwas that he could find no artists worthy of the project. He sent
t hr oughout the whol e Roman Enpire, but couldn't find a single scul ptor who could produce even a
hal fway acceptable battle frieze or victory statue. Not a man easily deterred, however,
Constanti ne ordered his masons to renove statuary from other arches and attach themto his. The
artists of his age were sinply not up to the task, you see.”

"\What ever you say," | grunped.

"I't's true," he insisted. "G bbon considered it the turning point of Roman history, the beginning
of the decline. And it's been downhill for Wstern civilization ever since. Look around, sport; we
have finally reached the nadir. The end of the line. Finis! Kaput! W are dooned."

"Ch, please don't let's start-" My plea was a paper parasol raised against a typhoon

"Dooned, " he repeated for enphasis, rolling the word out |ike a cannonball. "No doubt there was a
curse placed upon our sorry heads fromthe cradle. You' re an Anerican, Lewis, you nust have
noticed-it's in our very deneanor. W British area dooned race."

"You ook like you're doing all right to ne,”" | told him sourly. "You're surviving."

"Ch? Do we look Iike a surviving civilization to you? Consi der our appearance: our hair is linp
and greasy, our skin is spotty, our flesh pallid and scabby, our noses ni sshapen, Qur chins
recede, our foreheads slope, our cheeks run to jow and our stomachs to paunch; stoop-shoul dered,
bent - backed, spindle-legged, we are runpl ed, shaggy, and unkenpt. Qur eyes are weak, our teeth are
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crooked, our breath is bad. W are gl oony, depressed, anenic and wan."

"Easy for you to say," | renmarked, seeing as how Sinon displayed absolutely none of the physica
defects he described. H s own physique was blissfully free of blenish; his words were snoke and
sizzle without the fire, all bat and no rabbit. As expected, he ignored ne.

"Surviving? Ha! The very air is poisonous. And the water-that is poi sonous, too. And the food-that
is really poisonous! Let's talk about the food, shall we? Everything is mass-produced by devious
men in salnonella factories for the sole purpose of infecting as many consuners as possible and
charging themfor the privilege, before turning themover to the National Health, who give 'emthe
chop and a hasty, anonynous buri al

"And 1f by sonme miracle, we should sonehow survive our nmeager noonday repast, we are sure to be
done in by the unrelenting nmeanness of our very existence. Look at us! W slog nunb and shell -
shocked through bl eak, pestilential cities, inhaling noxious gases spewed from obsol ete factories,
clutching wetched plastic bags full of toxic meat and carcinogenic vegetables. The stinking rich
amass wealth in tax-exenpt offshore capital investnent accounts, while the rest struggle along
stark streets knee-deep in canine excrement to punch the tine clock in soul-stifling sweatshops
for the wherewithal to buy a rind of rancid cheese and a tin of beans with our overtaxed,
under val ued pound.

"Cbserve any street in any city! You'll see us shuffling grimy fromone hateful upmarket boutique
to anot her, wasting our substance on obnoxi ous designer clothes that do not fit, and buying gray
cardboard shoes nade by slave | abor in the gul ags, and being routinely abused by bl owzy, brain-
dead shop assistants with blue mascara and chi cken-fl eshed | egs. Overwhel ned by marketing forces
beyond our ken and control, we vainly roamthe halls of consuner greed, hire-purchasing wildly
conpl i cated Korean appliances we neither want nor need w th hol ogrammed plastic cash from snug,
spotty-faced juni or sales nanagers in yellow ties and too-tight trousers who can't wait to scuttle
off to the nearest pub to suck down pints of watery beer and | eer at adenoi dal secretaries wearing
bl ack |l eather mini-skirts and see-through bl ouses."

Simon had lift-off. | settled back for the ride as his caval cade of horror rolled on. It was al
about the Channel tunnel and a | andscape awash in Eurotrash, and French fashion victins, and acid
rain, and |ugubrious Bel gians, and Iranian | anguage students, and | ager louts swilling Hei neken
and football hooligans, and holes in the ozone layer, and ltalian playboys, and South Anerican
drug lords, and Swi ss banks, and AnEx Gol dcards, and the greenhouse effect, and the Age of

I nconsequence, and soon and so forth.

Si non clutched the steering wheel with both hands and punched the accel erator for enphasis,
bobbi ng his head to the cadence of his words and gl anci ng si deways at nme every now and then to
meke sure | was still listening. Meanwhile, | bided nmy tine, waiting for an opportunity to toss a
nmonkey wench into his fast-whirling gears.

"W won't have any place to call our own, but we'll all have cold Guinness in cans, and
inscrutible Braun coffeenmakers, and chic Benetton sweatshirts, and nifty N ke Cross-Trainers, and
gol d-pl ated Mont Bl anc fountain pens, and Canon fax nachines, and Renaults and Porsches and

Mer cedes and Subs and Fiats and Yugos and Ladas and Hyundais, and G venchy, and Chanel pour Homre,
and Aerofl ot holidays, and Costa Del Sol condos, and Piat D O, and Viva Espania, and Sony, and
Yamaha, and Suzuki, and Honda, and Hitachi, and Toshi ba, and Kawasaki, and N ssan, and M nolta,
and Panasoni c, and M tsu-bl oody- bi shi

"Do we care?" he demanded rhetorically. "Hell, no! W don't bat an eye. We don't turn a hair. W
don't twitch a solitary sedentary muscle. W sit transfixed before the Tube Al mighty, lulled into
false Nirvana by a stupefying Comnbi nati on of pernicious banality and bl ather while innocuous

cat hode rays transform our healthy gray cells into Jellied veal!"

As harangues go, it was one of Sinmobn's better efforts. But his dolorous litanies could endure ad
infinitumand | was growi ng weary. He paused for breath and | saw nmy chance.

"I'f you're so unhappy," | said, throwing nyself into the withering flow of invective, "why do you
stay here?"

Curiously, that stopped him He turned his face to ne.
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"What did you say?"

"You heard ne. If you're as miserable as you nake yourself out to be, and if things are as bad as
you say-~why not |eave? You could go anywhere."

Sinon smled his thin, superior smle. "Show nme a place where it's better,"'
I"'mon ny way."

he chal | enged, "and

O fhand, | could not think of any place perfect enough for Sinon. | mght have suggested the
States, but the sane denons infesting Britain were running ranpant in Anerica as well. The | ast
time | was back home, | hardly recognized the place-it wasn't at all as | renmenbered. Even in ny
own small, md-Anerican town the sense of comunity had all but vani shed, gobbled up by ravening

corporations and the townsfol k's own blind addiction to a qui ck-buck economnmy and voraci ous
consunerism 'W mght not have a Fourth of July parade down Main Street any nore, or Christnas
carols in the park," ny dad had said, "but we sure as hell got MDonald's, and Pizza Hut, and

Kent ucky Fried Chicken, and a Wal-Mart mini-nmall that's open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a
week!"

That was the way of the world: greedy, grim and ghastly.

It was like that everywhere, and | was tired of being rem nded of it every tine | turned around.
So | rounded on Sinon, |looked himin the eye, and | threw his challenge back in his face. "Do you
mean to tell ne that if you found a place that suited you better, you' d | eave?"

"Li ke a shot!"

"Ha!" | gloated. "You never would. | know you, Sinobn-you're a classic malcontent. You're not happy
unl ess you're niserable."

"Ch, really?"

"It's true, Sinmon," | declared. "If everything was perfect you'd be depressed. That's right. You
actually like things the way they are.”

"Wel |, thank you so nuch, Dr. Freud," Sinon snarled. "I deeply appreciate your incisive analysis."
He punched the accelerator to the floor

I thrust hone ny point. "You might as well admt it, Sinobn-you're a crap hound, and you love it.
You are a connoi sseur of nisery: Doomon the halfshell! Bring it on! The worse things get, the
better you like it. Decadence suits you-in fact, you prefer it. You delight in decline; you reve
inrot."

"Watch out," he replied softly-so softly | alnost didn't hear him "I just mght surprise you one
day, friend."

Chapter 3

The Green Man

I had hoped to see Loch Ness. But all | saw was ny own bl ear-eyed reflection in the car w ndow,
made lurid by the map light in the dashboard. It was dark. And late. | was hungry, bored, and
tired, aching to stop, and silently cursing nyself for being a party to this idiotic outing.

The things | said about Sinmon were essentially true. He cane froma long line of manic

depr essi ves, negal omani acs, and negal omani ac depressives. Still, | had only hoped to get him off
hi s whi ngi ng bi nge. Instead, ny inpronptu psychoanal ysis produced a strai ned and heavy sil ence
between us. Sinon |apsed into sullen withdrawal and woul d speak only in nonosyllabic grunts for
the next seven hours. | carried out ny navigational duties nevertheless, disregarding his sulk.
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The map in ny lap put us just south of Inverness. |I turned fromthe w ndow, and peered at the
atlas under ny thunb.
We were on the A82 approaching a village called Lochend.

The narrow body of the fanous nonster-bearing |ake itself lay a hundred yards off to the right,
invisible in the darkness.

"W shoul d see sonme lights soon," | said. "Three or four niles."
I was still bent over the Barthol onew when Sinon screaned. "Bl oody hell!"
He hit the brakes and swerved. | was thrown agai nst the door. My head thunped the w ndow

The car dry-skidded to a stop on the road. "Did you see it?" Sinon yelled. "Did you see it?"
"OM" | rubbed ny head. "See what? | didn't see anything.

Simon's eyes glinted wildly in the dimlight. He janmed the gearshift into reverse, and the car
began rolling backward. "It was one of those things!"

"Thi ngs? What things?"

"You know," he said, twisting around to see out the rear w ndow, "one of those nythica

creatures." H s voice was shaky and his hands were trenbling.
"A nythical creature-well, that certainly narrows it down." | craned nmy neck to | ook out the back
as well, but saw nothing. "Wat sort of nythical creature exactly?"

"Ch, for God's sake, Lewi s!" he shouted, his voice rising hysterically. "Did you see it, or didn't
you?"

"All right, calmdown. | believe you."
was, it's gone now. "

Qobvi ously, he had been driving far too long. "Watever it

| started to turn away and saw, fleetingly highlighted in the red-and-white glow of the tai

lights, the ragged torso of a nan. Rather, | saw the upper thigh and | ower stonmach, and part of an
armas it swung away and out of sight. Judging fromthe proportions, the body nust have been
gigantic. | only sawit for the briefest instant, but ny strongest inpression, the thing that

stuck fast in nmy mnd, was that of tree | eaves.

"There!l" bellowed Sinon triunphantly, slanmmng on the brakes. "There it is again!" He tore at the
door handl e and burst fromthe car. He ran up the road a few yards.

"Simon! Get back here!" | yelled, and waited. The sound of his footsteps died away. "Si non?"
Hangi ng over the seatback, | peered out the rear window. | could not nake out a thing beyond the
few feet of tarmac illumnated by the tail lights. The engine purred quietly, and through the open

car door | heard the sough of wind in the pines |ike the hissing of giant snakes.

I kept nmy eyes on the circle of light and presently glinpsed the rapid novenent of an approaching
figure. A nonent later, Sinon's face floated into view. He slid into the car, Slammed the door
and | ocked it. He put his hands on the Steering wheel, but nade no other nove.

"Well? Did you see anythi ng?"

"You saw it, too, Lewis. | know you did." He turned to face ne. His eyes were bright, his |ips
drawn back over his teeth. | had never seen himso excited.
"Look, it happened so fast. | don't know what | saw. Let's just get out of here, okay?"

"Describe it." H's voice cracked with the effort it took to hold it |evel

"Like | said, | don't think I cou-"
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"Describe it!" He smashed the steering wheel with his fists.

"It was a man, | think. It |looked |like aman. | only saw a leg and an arm but | think it was a
man. "

"What color was it?"

"How should I know what color it was?" | demanded shrilly. "I don't know It's dark. | didn't see
it all that-"

"Tell me what color it was!" Sinpbn's tone was cold and cutting.

"Green, | think. The guy was wearing sonething green-rags or sonething."

Si non nodded sl owly and exhal ed. "Yeah, green. That's right. You sawit, too."

"What are we tal king about, exactly?" | asked. My stomach twi sted itself into a tight knot.

"A huge man," he answered quietly. "Eight feet tall at least."
"Right. And wearing a ragged green coat."

"No." Simon shook his head firmy. "Not a coat. Not rags."
"What then?" Tension made ny voice sharp

"Leaves. "

Yes. He'd seen it, too.

We stopped for gas at an all-night service station just outside of Inverness. The clock in the
dash read 2:47 AM Except for a flying stop to fuel the car and grab some sandwi ches in Carlisle,
it was exactly el even hours since our last real rest break. Sinon had insisted on driving straight
through, in order to be, as he put it, "in situ" by daybreak.

Simon saw to the gas while | scrubbed the bug juice fromthe windshield. He paid the bill and
returned to the car, carrying two styrof oam cups of Nescafé. "Drink up," he said, shoving one into
my hand.

We stood in the garish glare of the overhead fluorescent tubes, sipping coffee and staring at each
other. "Well?" | said, after a couple mnutes of this. "Are you going to say it, or am]l?"

"Say what?" Sinmon favored me with his cool, bland stare-another of the many little tricks.

"For crying out |oud, Sinon, you know perfectly well what!" The words cane out with nore force
than | intended. | suppose | was still fairly upset. Sinmon, however, seened to be well over it.
"What we saw out there." | waved a hand to the highway behind us.

"Get in the car,"” he replied.
"No! I'mnot getting in the car until-"
"Shut up, Lewis!" he hissed. "Not here. Get in the car and we'll talk."

I glanced toward the door of the service station. The attendant had wandered out and was wat chi ng
us. | don't know how much he had heard. | ducked in and sl amed the car door. Sinon switched on
the ignition and we pulled out onto the road.

"Ckay, we're in the car," | said. "So talk."

"What do you want ne to say?"
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"I want you to tell nme what you think we saw. "
"But that's obvious, don't you think?"
"I want to hear you say it," | insisted. "Just for the record."

Sinmon i ndul ged ne with regal forbearance. "All right, just for the record: | think we saw what
used to be called a Green Man." He sipped some coffee. "Satisfied?"

"Is that all?"

"What else is there to say, Lewis? W saw this big, green man-thing. You and |-we both sawit. |
really don't know What else to say."

"You could add that it's plain inpossible. Right? You Could say that nen nade of oak | eaves do
not, cannot, and never could exist. You could say that there's no such thing as a G- een Man-t hat
it's a figure of antique superstition and |egend with no basis in reality. You could say we were
exhausted fromthe drive and seeing things that could not be there."

"I''"ll say whatever you like, if it will nake you happy," he conceded. "But | saw what | saw.
Explain it how you will."

"But | can't explainit."

"I's that what's got to you?"

"Yes-anmong ot her things."

"Just why is an explanation so inportant to you?"

"Excuse me, but | happen to think it's inmportant for any sane and rational human being to keep at
| east one foot in reality whenever possible."

He | aughed, breaking the tension sonewhat. "So, seeing sonething one can't explain qualifies one
as insane in your estimation-is that it?"

"I didn't say that exactly." He had a nasty habit of bending ny words back on ne.
"Well, you'll just have to live with it, chum™

"Live with it? That's it? That's all you've got to say?"

"Until we figure out sonething better, yes."

We had cone to a small three-way junction. "This is our turn,” | told him "Take this road to
Nairn."

Simon turned onto the easterly route, drove until we were out of the city, and then pulled off the
road onto the shoulder. He allowed the car to slowto a halt, then switched off the engine and
unbuckl ed his seat belt.

"What are you doi ng?"

"I"'mgoing to sleep. I"'mtired. W can get forty winks here and still nmake it to the farm before
sunrise." He pulled the lever to recline his seat and closed his eyes. In no time at all he was
sound asl eep.

I watched himfor a few nonents, thinking to nyself:

Si nron Rawnson, what have you gotten us mixed up in?
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Chaper 4

At the Door to the West

| heard the deep, throaty runmble of a juggernaut and woke to find Sinmon snoring softly in the seat
beside ne. The sun was rising beyond the eastern hills and the early norning traffic was begi nning
to humalong the road next to us. The clock in the dash read 6:42 AM | prodded Sinon. "Hey, wake
up. W've overslept."

"Huh?" he stirred at once. "Ch, dam!"

"It's cold in here. Let's have sone heat."

He sat up and switched on the ignition. "Wy didn't you wake ne?"
"I just did."

"We'll be too late now." He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, checked the rear-view
mrror, and then pulled out swiftly onto the road.

"What do you nean? The sun isn't even up yet. It's only a fewnore mles. We'll get there in
plenty of tine."

"I wanted to be there before sunrise,” Sinon told ne flatly. "Not after."

"What difference does that make?"

Simon gave nme a derisive |ook. "And you a Celtic scholar.'
read his mnd.

Hi s tone suggested | should be able to

"The tine-between-tines-is that what you're tal king about?" | was not aware that Sinon knew any
ancient Celtic lore. "lIs that why we' ve busted our buns to get here so fast?"

He didn't answer. | took his silence as affirmation, and continued. "Look, if that's why you' ve
been dragging us all Over the country, forget it. The tinme-between-tines--that's just a folk
superstition, nore poetic device than anything else. It doesn't exist."

"Just |ike aurochs don't exist?"

"Aurochs don't exist!" And neither do Geen Men, | mght have added, but saved ny breath. There
was no need to bring that up at this hour of the norning. "It's just screwball journalism™

"That's what we're here to determne, isn't it?" Sinon smled deviously and turned his attention
to the road. W were already in the country again, heading east on the A96 out of I|nverness. The
last sign | saw indicated that Nairn was only a dozen niles ahead.

I rummaged around on the floor of the car for the atlas, found it where |I'd dropped it the night
before, and turned to the proper page. The farmwe were |ooking for was not on the map, but the
nearest village was a nere flyspeck of a ham et called Craigienore on a thin squiggle of yellow
road which ran through what was optim stically call ed Darnaway Forest. Probably all that was |eft
of this alleged forest was a hillside or two of rotting stunps and a roadsi de picnic area.

"I don't see Carnwood Farmon here," | said, after giving the map a good once-over. Sinon
expressed his appreciation for this information with a grunt. Mtivated by his encouragenent, |
continued, "Anyway, it's seven miles to the B9007 fromNairn. And fromthere to the farmis
probably another two or three mles, mninmm?"

Si mon thanked me for ny orienteering update with anot her el oquent grunt and put the accel erator
nearer the floor. The hazy, hill-bound countryside fled past in a blur. It was already plenty
blurry to begin with. A thickish m st hugged the ground, obscuring all detail beyond a thousand
yards or so, and turning the rising sun into a ghostly, blood-red disk.
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Scotland is a strange place. | failed to see the attraction so many ot herw se sane peopl e

prof essed for this bleak, wind-bitten scrag of dirt and rock. What wasn't noors was |ochs, and one
as danp as the other. And cold. Gve ne the Costa Del Sol anytine. Better yet, give nme the French

Riviera and take everything else. The way | figured it, if one could not grow a decent w ne grape

wi t hin shouting distance of the beach, the hell with it.

Sinmon stirred nme frommy reverie with an inpronptu recitation, as startling as it was spontaneous.
Wthout taking his eyes fromthe road, he said:

"I amthe singer at the dawn of the age,
and | stand at the door to the west.

Three fifties of warriors uphold e,

whose nanes are |lauded in the halls of chieftains;
great |ords make haste to do their bidding.
Royal bl ood flows in nmy veins,

my kinship is not hunble;

yet my portion is despised.

Truth is the root of my tongue,

wi sdomis the breath of ny speech

but ny words find no honor anpbng nen

| amthe singer at the dawn of the age,

and | stand at the door to the west."

Vel 1, knock nme over with a feather. You live with sonmeone for a few years and you think you know
them "Were on earth did you get that?" | asked when | finished gawpi ng.

"Like it?" He smrked at ne |like a naughty school boy confiding a guilty secret to his headteacher
"I't's okay," | conceded. "Were did you find it?"

"Haven't the foggiest,'
know how it is."

Si mon answered. "Mist have tunbl ed across it sonewhere in ny reading. You

I knew how it was, all right. Sinmon the dutiful scholar hadn't so nuch as winked at a book in

nmont hs. "Have you any idea what it neans?" | asked.
"Actual 1y, | was hoping you'd fill nme in," he replied diffidently. "It's a bit out of ny line, I'm
afraid. More in yours, | would have thought."

"Simon, what's going on? First this extinct ox business, then you get all bothered about the tine-
bet ween-tines thing, now you' re quoting Celtic riddles at me. What gives?"

He shrugged. "It just seemed apropos, | suppose. The hills, the sunrise, Scotland. . . that sort
of thing."

I would get nore infornmation froman oyster, so | changed the subject. "Wat about breakfast?"
Si non didn't answer.

He seened suddenly preoccupied with driving. "How about we stop in Nairn for a bite to eat?"

We didn't stop in Nairn. W whizzed through that town so fast | thought Sinon m ght be trying for
a land speed record. "Slow down!" | yelled, stiff-arm ng the dashboard. But Sinmon nmerely down-
shifted and drove on

Comi ng out of Nairn, Sinon picked up the A939 and we flew, alnost literally, across the hills.
Luckily, we had the road to ourselves. It unwound in a seam ess, if convoluted, strip and we beat
it along with respectabl e haste. Just beyond the Findhorn river we cane to the village of Ferness
| ocated at the crossroads of the A939 and the B9007. "This is our turn," | told Sinon. "Take a
right."

The B9007 proved to be a narrow tarmac trail along the bottom of the Findhorn glen, and the
principal way into the remains of Darnaway Forest, which, to nmy surprise, possessed all the
earmarks of a proper forest. That is to say, hills thickly covered with tall pines, norning m st
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waki ng anong the trees, and little streans coursing down to the river below After a nile we
reached a tiny village called MIIs of Airdrie.

| knew enough Gaelic to figure that the word "Airdrie" was a contraction for the ancient Celtic
term"Aird Righ," neaning Hi gh King. Wile there was nothing strange about a king having a mll on
the river, | found it slightly peculiar that he should have been a High King. In antiquity, that
title woul d have been reserved for only the nost elite of royalty, and rarely in Scotl and.

The village itself wasn't nmuch: a wide spot in the road with an inn and conbi nation grocer's-
newsagent' s-post office. We continued on another nile and reached an unnmarked road. A weathered
sign stood at the crossing; it had "Carnwood Farnmi witten on it in bright blue with an arrow
pointing the way. We turned | eft and soon canme to a stone bridge. W crossed the Fi ndhorn once
again and drove on deeper into the heart of Darnaway.

Carnwood Farmlay on the flat ground between two broad tree-clad hills. Small, neat, and spare,
the place appeared efficient and prosperous. But it also had about it an air of... | don't know. .
enptiness. As if it were |ong abandoned. Not negl ected, not deserted. Just untouched. O, nore
precisely, as if the | and were sonmehow resi stant to hunman occupation. This was patently absurd.
The buil dings, the fields, and the tunbled niin~of an ol d noss-grown stone tower hard beside the
farmhouse spoke of generations of continual habitation

"Well," said Sinpbn, "this is the place." He had slowed the car to a crawl upon our approach and
now st opped on the shoul der of the road. A large gray stone house and outbuil dings stood at the
end of a long, tree-lined drive. A black-painted wooden gate separated the drive fromthe road.

A tin mail box bore the name Grant in bold white letters.
"So?" | wondered. "Are we just going to sit out here, or are we going in?"
"W go in."

He switched of f the engine and took the keys. W got out and wal ked to the gate. "It's cold out
here," | said, shivering. My poncho was in the car. Sinon tried the gate; it wasn't |ocked, and
swung open easily.

A great floppy dog nmet us halfway up the drive. The animal did not bark, but ran to greet us,
wagging its tail happily. It licked both my hands before | could stuff themin my pockets. Sinopn
whi stled the acconmopdating animal to him

"Hey, Pooch, is your nmaster at home?"
"He's home," | said. "And here he cones."

From around the corner of the barn approached a man in a shapel ess brown tweed hat, a bl ack
overcoat, and green wellies. He carried a long stick in one hand, and | ooked as if he knew how to
use it.

"Good nmorning, sir," Sinon called, turning on the Rawnson charm "N ce place you' ve got here."

"Mornin'." The farner did not smle, but neither did he hit us with his stick. | took this as a
good sign.

"We've cone up from Oxford," Sinmon volunteered, as if this should explain everything.

"Al'l that way?" The farner gave a slight shake of his head. Apparently Oxford could not easily be
conpassed in his geography. "You'll be wanting to see the beastie, then."

I thought he neant the dog, and was about to point out that we had al ready enjoyed that pleasure,
when Sinmon said, "That's right. If it's no trouble, of course. | wouldn't want to put you out."

If it's no trouble! W' ve driven day and night to get here expressly to see this aurochs creature
and he wouldn't want to put anybody out. G ve ne a break

"Ch, it wouldna put ne out," the farmer replied agreeably. "I'Il take you now "
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He | ed us out behind the barn to a snall field. The frosted grass crunched underfoot with a sound
i ke eggshells. | scanned the field for any sign of the unfortunate ice-age relic but saw nothing.

Presently we stopped and the farmer thrust the end of his stick at the ground before us. "T was
here he fell,” he said. "You can see the way he bent the grass.”

I could see no such thing. | could see nothing at all, in fact. "Where is it?" | asked.
Di sappoi ntmrent nmade my voice sharp. That, or desperation

The farmer gazed placidly at me-much, | suppose, as one might regard the village idiot-pity and
anusenment ningled in equal parts. "But it's no here, is it?"

"I can see it's no here-not here. Were has it gone?" | didn't nean to be short with the nan. But
no one else seenmed to think it mattered that we had driven eight zillion mles for the express
purpose of |ooking at a bare patch in an enpty field.

"They cane and took it away yesterday afternoon," the farner answered.

Si non crouched down and put his hand on the flattened straw. "Who took it?" he asked idly. "If you
don't mnd ny asking."

"Ah dinna mind," the farner replied. "The nen fromthe university."
"Whi ch university?" | demanded, feeling nore of a dupe with each passing second.

"Edi nburgh," the farmer answered-as if there were only one possible institution of higher |earning
on the entire planet, and it was a wonder | should even ask. "Archaeol ogi sts they were. Had a wee
van and trailer and everything."

Si non steered the inquiry back on course. "Yesterday afternoon, you say? About what tinme?"

"Quarter past four, it was. | was just going in for nmy tea when they came," the farnmer said,
crouchi ng down beside himand wavi ng the stick over the non-existent body. "There, you can see how
it fell. Ah reckon it rolled onto its side. The head was there." He tapped the ground with the
stick. "They took pictures and all. Said there'd be sonme other chappies along to set it down in
witing."

"That's right," Sinon confirmed, inplying we were the very chappies. "W got here as soon as we
could.”

"You don't have a nmanure heap around here, do you?" | asked.
"Dung?" The farner asked quizzically. "lIs it ma dung heap you' re after seeing now?"

Sinon rolled his eyes at me. To the farmer he said, "Were did the university chaps take the
carcass?"

"To the lab," the farmer said. "That's where they take themto the lab. Tests and all. The things
they do." He shook his head. Clearly, it was all beyond him "Is it breakfast you'll be wanting?"

"Yes," | said.

"No," said Sinon; he shot ne a threatening look. "That's far too nuch trouble. If you don't m nd
we'd just like to ask a few nore questions and we'll be on our way. Now then, when did you first
notice the beast was in your field?"

The farmer gl anced at the sky. The sun had risen above the hills, burning off the mst. "Qch, it
woul d be no trouble,"” he said.

"Thanks just the samne,
kind of you to offer.”

Sinon said, with one of his warmand winning smles. "Still, it's amfully

"WIIl you no have a wee cup of coffee, then?" The farmer shoved his hands into his pockets.
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Sinon rose slowmy. "Only if it's no trouble. W wouldn't want to take up too much of your tinge,"
he said. "I know what an intrusion all this can be."

The farmer snmiled. "My Morag will have the coffee already in the pot. Just you cone wi' ne." He
thrust out his hand. "Ma nane's G ant-Robert Gant."

"l am Si nrbn Rawnson,
Qullies."

Si non sai d, shaking bands with the farnmer. "And this is ny coll eague, Lew s

| shook bands with the farmer, and, having observed the ritual greeting, we fell into step behind
our host. As we started towards the house, Sinon grabbed ne by the arm "You can't come on to
these people like that," he whispered tersely.

"Li ke what? He offered. |I'm hungry."
Sinon frowed. "OF course he offered-what'd you expect? But you have to |let them coax you."

"\What ever you say, Kenp Sabe. This is your show "

"Don't screw up again," Sinon hissed. "I'mwarning you."

"Awright already! Ceesh!"”

We followed the farmer into the house, and waited while he shed his coat. His wife, Mrag, net us
in the kitchen, where, as the farmer had predicted, she was pouring out the coffee as we trooped
in. "These | addies are up from Oxford,"” the farnmer told her. Sonething about the way he said it
made it sound like we'd hopped all the way on one foot.

"Oxford, is it?" his wife said, visibly inpressed. "Then you'd best sit down. The porridge is hot.
How do you li ke your eggs?"

My Iips forned the word "fried," but Sinon beat me to it. "Please," he said sweetly, "coffee is
enough for us. Thanks just the same."

The farmer pulled two nore chairs to the table. "Sit ye down," he said. W sat.

"But ye canna keep body and soul taegither wi' just coffee,” the farmer's wife said. "I'll no have
it said you went fromny table hungry." She placed her hands firmy on her hips. "I hope ye dinna
m nd eating in the kitchen."

"You're very kind," Sinon told her. "The kitchen is splendid." He bl essed her with his best
beatific smle. 1'd seen himuse the sane sinpering smrk to renarkable effect on librarians and
wai tresses. Sone people found it irresistible.

In nonents we were all tucking in to steam ng bow s of thick, gooey porridge. Eggs, toast with
honmenmade goose-berry jam thick-cut country bacon, farmhouse cheese and oat cakes cane next. Morag
presi ded over the table with red-faced, fussy pride. Cearly, she was enjoying herself nassively.

It wasn't until the dishes were being cleared away that talk turned once again to the absent
aurochs. "It's very strange, you know," the farmer said, gazing into the coffee nug gripped
between his hands. "I crossed that field but five mnutes earlier. There was no a sign of the
beastie then."

Si ron nodded synpathetically. "It rmust have been sonething of a shock."

The farmer nodded slightly. H's wife, who had been hovering over the table, broke in. "Ch, that's
no the half of it. Tell them about the spear, Robert."

"Spear?" Sinon | eaned forward. "Excuse nme, but no one said anything about a spear. There was
not hi ng about a spear in the-ah, report."

The farmer permitted hinself a slow, siy, prideful smle. "True, true. Ah haven'a told anyone
el se, have | ?"
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"Told them what, exactly?" | asked.

"The beastie in ma field was kilt wi' a spear," farner Robert replied matter-of-factly. "C ean
through the heart."” He turned his head to his wife and nodded. Mdrag stepped to a snmall nook
besi de the big stove. She reached in and brought out a slender |ength of ashwood over five feet
long. It was tipped with a flat, |eaf-shaped blade of iron which was affixed to the shaft with
rawhi de. The bl ade, rawhide, and wooden shaft were nuch discolored with a ruddy brown stain that
appeared to be bl ood.

She brought the ancient weapon to the table. | stood and held out nmy hands. "May |?"

At a nod from her husband, she gave it to ne and | held it across ny palns. The weight of the
thing was considerable... stout, well-nmade weapon. | turned it over, examning it closely, butt to
bl ade. The wood of the shaft was shaved and snoothed and strai ght. The bl ade, beneath the patina
of dried blood, was hammered thin and honed razor sharp. And it was decorated with the nost
intricate pattern of whorls inmaginable; the whole surface of the blade to the very edges was
covered with these precise, yet flanboyant interwoven swirls.

A curious feeling drew over ne as | stood holding the spear. | felt as if | knew this weapon, as
if | had held it before, and as if holding it now was sonmehow the right thing to do. | felt a
strange sense of conpletion, of connection

Silly of me. O course, | had seen such a bl ade before, many tines before-in countless
phot ographs, and nore than a few actual specinmens-and knew it well enough to identify: iron-age
Celtic, La Téne Culture, seventh to fifth century BC

The British Museum has hundreds, if not thousands, of the things in its collection of iron-age
artifacts. | had even handled a few of themin the research departnent at the Ashnol ean Museumin
Oxford. The only difference that | could see between this one and the rust-encrusted relics of the
nmuseuns was that the weapon | stood holding in ny hands | ooked for all the world as if it had been
made yest erday.

Chapter 5
The Cairn
"It's all a prank. A hoax. And you're a stupe for falling for it. | bet they' re |laughing at us

right now. Conned sone city folk with the ol' vanishing aurochs stunt. How clever we are! \Wat a
great joke! Ha! Ha! Ha!"

Sinmon shifted the Jaguar into gear and the car rolled onto the road. "You don't believe Robert and
Morag. |s that what you're saying?"

"Well, | didn't see any extinct beasties. Did you see any extinct beasties? No? CGolly, what a
surprise,” | scoffed.

"What about the picture in the newspaper?"

"The rag probably gave hima hundred to pose for the picture, and another hundred to keep his
mouth shut,” | railed. "But we didn't see any aurochs, because there was never any aurochs to
see."

"W saw a damm fine exanple of an iron-age spear."

"Grant nade that up hinself to make a good story better. Gve ne half-a-day in a nachi ne shop and
I"I'l make you one just like it."

"You really think so?"
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"Ch, for Pete's sake, Sinon. Wake up and snell the Porridge! W' ve been conned. Let's give it up
and go hone."

He turned his head and regarded nme placidly. "You re the one who asked about the cairn," he said.

"Never would have occurred to nme."
Sinon would drag that in. "Ckay, the excitenent of the nonent got to ne. So what?"
"So it was your idea. W're going to see the cairn." He downshifted and we barrell ed al ong.

"We don't have to do this on ny account,"” | pleaded. "I've changed ny mnd. Look, it's barely nine
o'clock. If we l|eave right now we can be back in Oxford by tonight."

"It's less than a nmle up the road," Sinon pointed out. "We'Il swing by, take a | ook, and then
we're off. How s that?"

"Proni se?"

"Yes," he said.

"Liar! You don't have any intention of going home yet."
He | aughed. "What do you want, Lew s? Bl ood?"
"I want to go hone!"

Sinon took his right hand fromthe steering wheel and pointed at the atlas. "See if you can find
this cairn thingy on the map."

| retrieved the atlas and scanned the page quickly. "I don't see it."

Me and my big nouth. The cairn thingy in question had come up because, as we were sitting in
Farnmer Grant's kitchen, nmy head filled with thoughts of iron-age spears and extinct oxen and such
| suddenly blurted out: "lIs there a cairn nearby?"

"Cch aye," Farmer Bob had said. "Near enough. Used to be part o' this steading, but na grandfather
sold off the bit wi' the cairn. The A d' un was of a superstitious mind."

Then he had gone on to tell us howto find the cairn, because Sinon had i mediately insisted that
we should go and check it out since we were in the area. Farner Bob seemed to think this a proper
line of investigation and was only too happy to tag al ong. Sinon cautioned hi magainst that,
suggesting that nore university chaps m ght show up any nonent, wanting to have a word with him
W had then nmade our farewells, promising to keep in touch and pop in again soon for a visit.

And now we were on our way to see this heap of rocks, or whatever passed for a cairn in this dank
hinterland, follow ng one of those deep, narrow, tw sting, brush-lined farmroads purpose-built
for head-on collisions. W net no one on the road, however, and in due course cane to the gate
Gant had told us to | ook out for. Sinmon stopped the car and we got out. "It's across this field,
inthe glen." He pointed down the hillside to a line of treetops just visible above the broad
descendi ng curve of the field.

We stood for a nonent gazing across the field. | heard the bark of a dog and swivelled towards the
sound. Behind us, the way we had conme, | saw a man approaching with three or four good-sized dogs
on | eads. They were still too far away to see properly, but it seemed to ne that the dogs were

white. "Sonebody's com ng."

"I't's just one of Robert's neighbors," Sinmon said.
"Maybe we'd better go back."
"He won't bother us. Cone on."

W thout further ado, we clinbed over the gate and jogged across the field. It felt good to work ny
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Il egs and feel the crisp air in my lungs. At the lower end of the field we cane to a stone wall,
scranbl ed over it, and slid down a dirt bank into the glen

It was little nore than a crease between two hills, deep and narrow. A lively brook ran anong the
roots of the bare, twisted trees that lined the sides of the glen. Mst rose fromthe brook to
seep anmong the trees. Away fromthe sun and light, the dimglen remained chill and danp.

In the center of this hidden pocket of |and stood an earthen nound: squat, roundish, perhaps nine
feet tall, with a circunference of thirty feet. But for a curious beehive-shaped protuberance on
the west side, it would have been al nost perfectly conical

"How di d you know t here woul d be a cairn?" Sinon asked. Hi s voice sounded dead in the still air of
the hol | ow.

"I guessed. Wth a nane |ike Carnwood Farm | figured there nust be a cairn in a wood around here
sonepl ace, right?" | |ooked at the odd structure. "And here it is. Now we've seen it. Let's go
bef ore someone cones." | expected the man with the dogs to appear any nonent.

Si non i gnored nme and wal ked cl oser

A clump of holly grew on the north side of the cairn, and a thicket of something else on the south
side. The exterior was covered with short grass. The air in the glen snelled of noldy |eaves and
wet earth. In the near distance | hear a a dog bark

"I don't want to be caught trespassing,” |I told Sinon. He didn't answer, but continued his
i nspection.

"What's the deal with these cairns?" he asked, after wal king slowy around the odd structure.
"Not hing," | said. "Nothing whatsoever."
"Be a sport. | really want to know. "

| took a deep breath and sat down on a rock while Sinon undertook a second circumavigation of the
cairn. "Well," | began, "nobody knows for certain, but apparently people used to heap up stones
and such into shapes like this to mark things."

"What sort of things?"
"Any old thing-a crossroads, a well or spring, the spot where sonething inportant happened.™
"Li ke what ?"

Fromthe hilltop above the glen | heard a dog bark; | turned toward the sound and thought | saw a
glimer of white through the trees. "Wat do you nean-I|ike what?"

"What inportant happenings did they want to mark?"

"Who knows? Maybe the place where sonebody struck gold, or sonebody killed a giant, or sonebody
carried of f sonebody's wife, or sonebody found religion-who knows? It's all conjecture, anyway.
Maybe they just wanted to tidy up the | andscape, so they tossed all the rocks into a pile."

"Then these cairns aren't hollow, " Sinon concluded, continuing his slow pacing around the turf-
covered nound.

"Sonme of themare," | allowed. "What difference does it make?" | heard the crack of a broken
branch from sonmewhere behind ne. | whirled towards the sound and saw a brief flash of white
flicker between the dark boles of close-grown trees. "I think soneone's conming. W'd better get

out of here."
"The hol |l ow ones," he said, "what's in then"

"There's no buried treasure, if that's what you're thinking." | watched himfor a few nonents. He
seened so intent on understanding this ancient monunent, | couldn't help asking, "Wat's got into
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you, Sinmon?"
He paused in his third circuit of the nound. "What do you nean?"
"Don't give nme that."
"G ve you what, dear boy?" He peered at ne bl andly.
"Don't 'dear boy' ne. Wiy this sudden interest in all this Celtic stuff? Wat's going on?"
"You're the one who asked about the cairn, not ne."
"Yeah, we already established that."

"You're as intrigued as | am" Sinon concluded. "The difference is that | own up to it, and you,
my friend, do not."

"Conme off it, Sinmon. Don't play innocent with me. What's really going on? What do you know?"

He had di sappeared fromny line of sight around the back of the mound. | waited and he didn't
appear. "Sinmon?" My voice sounded nuffled in heavy wool

I got up fromny rock and wal ked to the other side of the cairn. Sinon was on his knees, fighting
into the thicket at the base of the structure. "What are you doi ng now?"

"I think this one is hollow"

"Coul d be."

"I want to see inside."

"Do we have to do this? Wiy can't we just say we saw it and go hone |ike you prom sed?"
"Just let nme get a | ook inside, then we'll go."

| shook ny head hopelessly. "Al right. Have your |ook."

Br eaki ng branches with his hands and wiggling |ike a snake, Sinon pulled hinself further into the
thicket. | stood | ooking on and saw what he had seen-a small, dark opening at the base of the
cairn, all but hidden by the undergrowth. Sinon succeeded in pulling his head and shoul ders into
the nmouth of the opening and then backed out.

"Satisfied?" | asked. Mdire fool |

"I need a torch," he told ne. "There's one in the boot of the car. Be a good egg and get it for
me, woul d you?" He shoved his hand into his jacket and wi thdrew the keys. "Here, you'll need
t hese. "

| grabbed them and clinbed back up to the car, found the flashlight and slamred the lid of the

trunk. Just as | turned fromthe car, | glinpsed a flash of white out of the corner of mnmy eye-as
i f sonething had dashed across the narrow road behind and di sappeared into the brush on the other
side. | watched for a nonent, but saw nothing nore, and made ny way down to the cairn once nore.

I returned to fnd that, in ny absence, Sinon had cleared away sone of the brush and enl arged the
openi ng of the nound sonewhat. "Here you go, sport."” | gave himthe flashlight. "Knock yourself
out."

"You're not coming in?"
"Not on your Nelly," | told him
Sinmon doffed his driving cap. "Take this, | don't want to get it filthy."

| took the hat and put it on. "Be careful, okay? There be a badger in there."
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"I'Il give a yell if | bunmp into anything." He crawled in the brush and pushed hinself into the
opening in the nound, where he squirmed for a few nmonments. Then, with a last kick of his |egs, he
slid in.

| did not hear anything fromhimfor a few noments.

"Simon? Are you all right?"

Frominside the nound | heard himsay, "Fine. Fine. It's dry in here. I, uh... | think |I can stand
up. Yes."

"What do you see?" | hollered. No reply. "I said-Wat do you see?"

"I't's snooth-well, fairly snmooth anyway," he answered. H's voice sounded as if it were comng from

i nsi de a sofa.

"Some of the stones look as if they have sone sort of nar.
“Markings?" | yelled. "Did you say marki ngs?"

"Yes...," came his reply. "Blue markings... mazes and hands... and..
| waited. "Sinon?"

No answer. | got down on ny hands and knees and crawl ed to the entrance of the cairn. "Sinmon? Wat
el se do you see?"

| heard a low grating sound frominside the cairn-a sound |ike that of a stone being slowy pried
froma wall.

"Simon?" | called. "Do you hear nme? What are you doi ng?"
The strange sound continued. Over it, | heard Sinon cry, "Good CGod!"
"Simon!" | shouted back. "Wat's going on?"

A second later, Sinon's head appeared in the hole. H's face blazed with excitenent. "Sonething's
happening. It's incredible! Sinply fantastic!" He di sappeared agai n.

"Wait! Hold on-Wat's happeni ng? Sinon!"

Hi s face bobbed into view once nore, w de-eyed and breathless. "I don't believe it!" he said,
shoving his jacket out through the hole to ne. "It's bloody incredible, Lewis. It's paradise! |
can't tell you. You've just got to see it. Conme on! Cone with ne!"

"No! Wait!" | shouted desperately. "What is it? Wiat's incredible? Sinon, where are you goi ng?"
"I"'mgoing in," cane his nmuffled reply. "Come with ne!l"

Those were Sinon's | ast words.

Chapter 6
The Bi g Joke
I nmust have waited a good ten mnutes-it seened |ike as nmany hours-before | worked up nerve enough

to go after Sinon. | waited and |istened, and every thirty seconds or so I'd call his nane. | sat
with ny head near the hole, but | didn't hear a sound.

Tentatively, | pushed through the brush and stuck ny head into the cairn. Pitch dark, as
expected. | could see nothing. Thinking that perhaps ny eyes would get used to the darkness, | |ay
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down and wriggled, kicking nmyself through the opening as | had seen Sinon do.

As Sinon bad indicated, the place was dry, and, to nmy surprise, a good deal warnmer than the air
outside. It snelled of nust and mildew, |like a cave. | sat hunched near the entrance and waited
for my eyes to adjust. Even when they did, | could not see ny hand in front of ny face.

Still, I did not need to see to know that Sinmobn was no | onger there.

"Sinon?" | called. My voice filled the stone beehive of the cairn. "Very funny, Sinon! You can
cone out now. Sinon?"

No answer.

I shouted | ouder. "I know you can hear mne, Sinon. Cone out from wherever you are and let's go,
okay? Cone on, now. A joke's a joke, all right? Let's go."

| heard nothing but the hollow ring of ny own voice pinging off the stone walls.

My first inpulse was to | eave. But, on the off chance that he'd stunbled and hit his head on a

rock, | crawl ed around the interior of the cairn to nake sure he wasn't |ying unconscious in the
dirt. Starting at the entrance hole, through which a paltry light shone, | nmade a quick circuit,
keeping ny right hand on the wall. Then, just to nake doubly certain | hadn't m ssed anything, |

went back around the way | had come, and finished by crossing back and forth through the center of
the cairn a few tines on hands and knees.

On ny last shuffle across the center, | did fnd something. | struck it with ny knee and felt it
spin against nmy hand. | picked it up: Sinmon's torch. | switched it on and swept the interior of
the cairn with the snall spot of light. Every inch

There was no unconscious Sinon, no crack in the ground he could have fallen through, no hidden
passage through which he coul d have escaped to the outside. He was sinply not there.

| coll apsed agai nst the rough stone side of the cairn. "Sinobn, you bastard, don't do this to ne!"
I cursed himand pounded ny right hand i npotently against the dry earth. "Don't you do this to me.
Don't you dare do this to ne!"

Anger, quick and sharp, seared ne. "I'mleaving, Sinmon!" | yelled. "You hear me? |I'm|leaving! You
can rot here, for all | care!"

Wth that | struggl ed back through the narrow passageway and into the outside world. Sinon's
jacket lay where he had left it. And his hat. | picked themup and stonped up to the car

I unl ocked the car door, threw the jacket and cap in the back, and slid in behind the wheel.
janmed the key in the ignition, fully intending to drive off. But | hesitated.

Damm! |1 couldn't just |eave himthere. | gazed out over the field towards the hidden glen
expecting to see Sinon skipping back to nme, shaking with [aughter at his brilliant prank. | could
al nrost hear him "Really had you going there, Lewis! Ha! Ha!l Ha!"

| pulled the key out and sw velled sideways in the driver's seat with the door open. | settled
back to wait.

I woke at half-past two to find the |ate Cctober sun diving |low towards the hills. The w nd had

pi cked up, tossing the bare branches of the nearby trees. Sinon had not showed up while | slept,
and ny patience had |long since run out. "This nuts," | nuttered to nyself. "Tough luck, Sinon. |I'm
outta here."

But, |like a good Boy Scout, | decided to check one last tune to see if | could find any sign of
Simon. Pulling on his jacket, | started down to the glen. Hal fway across the field, | saw himthe
man with the dogs.
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Wiere he'd come from | don't know, he seemed to rise up out of the ground. Al at once, there he
was, with his three gaunt white hounds straining on their |eashes. The dogs saw nme the sane
instant | saw them and started barking wildly. My first inmpulse was to run back to the car and
drive away But | stood ny ground.

The man stopped a few yards ahead of nme. He wore a dark coat and carried a long stick in one hand.
In his other he held the | eashes of the dogs. And what dogs! Easily the strangest-| ooking hounds
have ever seen: white, head to tail, but with bright-red ears. They were huge, rawboned beasts,
thick through the chest, but |ong-legged and | ean in the hindquarters. The aninals appeared to be
pulling the man al ong, and he restraining them the |eads taut in his hand.

"Hello there," | called to him bluffing friendliness.

He did not reply. | took a few steps closer. "I'mwaiting for nmy friend," | explained. The dogs

went berserk. In the fading daylight, they seemed to glow, their pale white coats and bl ood-red

ears shimering in the twilight. Their Iong snouts flashed sharp teeth as they reared and jerked
to get at ne. Again | felt like high-tailing it back to the car, |ocking the doors, and driving

away very fast. But | fought down the inmpulse.

The man watched ne inpassively, his face all creased and winkled |ike a nonkey's, his eyes
glittering hard and bright. He did not speak, but with the unholy racket the dogs were naking
woul d not have heard hi m anyway.

We mi ght have stood there all night long, if | had not made up nmy mnd that, dogs or no dogs, |
had to check the cairn one last tinme. Raising ny hand in wary entreaty, | stepped hesitantly
forward, "Look," | shouted, "I'mjust going to the cairn down there-" | pointed past himtowards
the glen and then turned towards the car, "and then |'mgoing to get in the car and | eave-"

When | turned back, the man was stunping away across the field. I did not wait for an explanation
but legged it down the hill. The glen was al nost as dark as the inside of the cairn, but once down
I had no difficulty fnding the entrance hole in the side. | stuck nmy head in and hollered a few

times and flicked the flashlight around inside. No answer. No sound. Not hing.

"Al'l right, Sinon, have it your way," | hollered, ny voice falling dead at ny feet. "This tine
you' ve gone too far. You' ve got no one to blane but yourselfi You hear nme, Sinon? |'m |l eaving you
here! "

I dug his wallet-bulging with cash, credit cards, various forns of identification-fromthe inner

breast pocket of the jacket and pulled out a Barclaycard. | shoved the plastic credit card in a

crack between two stones at the entrance to the cairn, where he would be sure to find it. "There
you go," | shouted, my voice loud in the silent glen. "You're a smart guy, Sinon. Find your own

way hone!™"

I turned my back on the cairn, clinbed fromthe glen and returned i medi ately to the car. Hal fway
across the field, | sawa man in a long yellow coat hurrying along the road. At first, | thought

of running to neet himand telling himwhat had happened. If he lived in the area, he would know
about the cairn. Anyway, it seemed | should tell sonebody.

And, as | got closer, the man slowed as if to neet ne at the car, so we could speak. Wen | got
within shouting distance, | even lifted a hand and called to him But, at the sound of ny voice,
the man qui ckened his pace and hurried on. | reached the car just before he di sappeared around a
bend in the road, few dozen paces further on

| shouted again. | know the man heard me, because he turned. Even in the twilight, | could nake
out his face-if face it was. Hs features were |arge, exaggerated, mask-like, Wth a | ong, hooked
nose, a wide nouth, and absolutely enornous ears sticking out fromunder an unconmbed nat of wld
black hair. Hi s eyes were wi de and bul gi ng, beneath the single dark arch of a furry brow.

| beheld this singular visage, and all desire to speak to the man fled. My throat seized up and
the call froze on ny tongue.

He gl anced once over his shoul der, then turned away again. Upon reaching the bend, the man
di sappeared. | do not mean that the bend of the road took himfromsight. Strange as it is to
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tell, he actually seenmed to vani sh.

| say this because the man's clothing glinmmrered as he passed fromsight. Now it night have been a
trick of the fading light. But | swear his coat shimrered, giving off a distinct flash as he
departed. That, nmore than the sight of the nan's hideous face, rooted ne to the spot. | stood
gaping after him and the sound of the wind rising in the trees gave me such a chill | junped into
the car and drove away.

On the drive back to Oxford, | had a good long tine to think things through and convince nyself a
dozen different ways that Sinon deserved getting left behind for his idiot practical joke. | don't
know how he managed it, but | knew Sinon. |If anyone could pull off a stunt like that, he could
Who el se woul d have the talent and the resources to waste on such foolishness? He'd probably been
nont hs pai nstakingly setting up the whole thing behind ny back. And it had surely cost hima
bundl e.

Well, funny joke, Sinobn. But |I've got your car and your wallet, and you're freezing your beezer
off in the gloaning. Wo's |aughing now?

| arrived in Oxford at six o' clock the followi ng norning, red-eyed, exhausted, and quivering with

fear | est anyone discover nme driving Sinon's car and raise the alarm No one did. The garage where
he kept the Jaguar was deserted; there was no one el se around. Nevertheless, | retained his jacket
and kept his hat pulled over ny face as | parked the car and tugged the doors shut. Then | hurried
through the gate and across the quad to our staircase.

The sight of Sinon Rawnson skulking into college in the wee smalls was such a famliar pantom ne,
I reckoned, that even if | was seen, it would not raise alarmor coment-not that | cared one way
or the other.

Exhausted, | flopped into bed without bothering to undress. | closed ny eyes and fell asleep
instantly, and woul d ave stayed asleep the rest of the day if not for the tel ephone.

The first tinme it rang, | ignored it. But it rang again a few m nutes later and | knew that
whoever was on the other end woul d keep on ringing until soneone answered. Bl ear-eyed and fou
tenpered, | raised nyself up, shuffled to the living room and picked up the receiver
"Hul | 0?"

"Susannah here," chirped the voice down the wire. "Is that Lew s?"

"Ch, hello, Susannah. How s it going?"

"Fine, thank you. 1'd like to speak to Sinon."

"Sinmon? Un, he's not here at the nonent."

"Where is he?"

"Well, he's in Scotland, actually."”

"Real | y?"

"Yeah, thing is, we went up there and he decided to stay, sort of."

I could hear the sprockets spinning in her head. "He decided to stay in Scotland,"” she repeated,
her voi ce oozing disbelief.

"That's right," | insisted. "W went up Friday norning, you know"
"I know he broke a lunch date with me," she said tartly.

"It was the trip, see? W drove up there and, well, he just decided to stay on a few days."
tried to nake it sound |ike a spur-of-the-noment inspiration on Sinon's part.
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Susannah, of course, was not buying any of it. "Put Sinobn on this instant,'
the lazy lizard and put himon, | nust talk to him"

she ordered. "Wke up

"I woul d, Susannah, but | can't. He's really not here."

"Whit's going on, Lew s?" Her tone was gl aci al

"\What ?"

"You heard nme. Wat's going on over there? Wat sneaky little game are you two playi ng?"
"Not hi ng' s going on, Susannah. |'d let Sinon tell you hinself, but he just isn't here."

"Let me get this straight," she said. "You and Sinmon drove all the way to Scotland on Friday and
he decided to stay-"

"Wl l, yeah, see-

"-when he knew good and well that he had promised to go with ne to early comuni on and then drive
up to MIton Keynes for Sunday dinner with ny parents?"

"Look, | know how this sounds, but it's the truth, Susannah. Really, 1-"
Click! The Iine went dead.

I replaced the receiver and glanced at the clock. It was seven-thirty in the norning. | was beat.
| disconnected the cord on the phone and stunbl ed back to bed.

It took longer to get to sleep this tinme. But just as | was snoozing soundly, | was awakened by a
| oud t hunping on the door. "Wat have | done to deserve this?" | whined, dragging nyself fromny
war m nest .

The door rattled again as | lurched towards it. "Yeah, yeah, |I'mcomning. Keep your shirt on." |
turned the key and opened the door. "Ch, Susannah, it's you. What a surprise."

She burst into the roomas if launched froma catapult. "You needn't bother pretending," she
storned. | followed her to the door of Sinmon's room She gave the room a quick once-over and
whirled to confront ne. "All right, where is he?"

"I already told you. He's not here."

Susannah was a firebrand. A |long-stemmed beauty with radi ant auburn hair and a figure that could,
and regularly did, stop traffic. Bright as needles and tw ce as sharp, she was two or three

not ches too good for Sinon. O anyone else, for that matter. | don't know why she put up with an
unregenerate rogue |like Sinmon, or what she possibly sawin him Their relationship seemed to ne
one long ordeal by fire-a venture nore on the order of a mlitary exercise than two hearts beating
as one.

"You'll have to ask Sinmon when he conmes back," | told her. "I really can't say."

"Can't or won't?" She stared at ne, her dark eyes bright with anger. She was either deciding to
di smenber me where | stood, or calculating how much nmy dressed carcass would bring on the open
market. "ls this sonebody's warped idea of a joke?"

"I think it may be," | told her. And then | made the sad m stake of telling her about the aurochs
in the newspaper, our hasty trip to Scotland, the cairn, and Sinon's sudden di sappearance. | tried
to make it sound matter-of-fact, but succeeded only in making her nore angry and suspicious with
each word. "But | wouldn't worry,"” | ended lanely, "I expect he'll be back soon enough."

"When?" Susannah asked pointedly. Her usually exquisite features were scrunched up in an ugly
scow . | could see that she was only seconds away frompulling off ny ears.

"Ch, he'll turn up in a day or two."
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"A day or two." Extrene incredulity nade her tone flat and husky.
"Al'l right, a week or so-tops. But-"
"What you nean is, you don't really know when he'll turn up at all."

"Not really,” | confessed. "But as soon as he realizes I'mnot going to further this stupid
practical joke of his, he's bound to cone draggi ng hone."

"A practical joke? You expect me to believe that?" She regarded ne with a wounded yet suprenely
defiant look. "Well, | have news for you, mster," she said crisply. "I have had the brush-off
before. But never like this. If Sinmon Rawnson does not wish to see nme again, so be it. Wiy didn't
he just say so-instead of sending his trained nonkey along with sone | udicrous story about going
to Scotland to visit the Queen?"

"Acairn," | corrected
"\What ever!" She spun on her heel and started for the door
"Wait, Susannah! You don't understand."

"1 understand perfectly!" she retorted. "Just you tell Sinon that we are finished. I do not expect
to see himagain. And | am keepi ng the neckl ace!" She slamed the door so hard the walls shivered.

I hurried into the staircase after her. Susannah turned on nme. She had rel oaded both barrels and
let fly. "And another thing! If | even so much as see Sinon Rawnson in public again, | will cause
the biggest stinking row he's ever seen. That man will wi sh he'd never been born. You tell him
that, the creep!"

"Listen, Susannah," | said, reaching a hand towards her arm It was a clunsy nove. | al nost | ost
my fingers.
"Don't you dare touch ne!" She slapped nmy hand away. "I'm goi ng hone and don't either of you ever

try to call ne

Feeling about as low as a garden slug, | watched her sail away, silk skirt stream ng. Wath had
transformed her al ready considerable beauty into something magnificent and wild-a force of nature,
like a hurricane or an electrical storm Terrifying, but wonderful to behol d.

| watched Susannah descend the stairs and then listened to the quick click of her heels on the
flagstones as she crossed the quad and was gone. Then | turned and shuffled back to nmy room |
hat ed nmysel f for deceiving her. But no, | hadn't deceived her, | had told her the truth. She had
just assuned, for reasons of her own, that | was lying to her, and what could |I do about that?
Anyway, it was not ny fault. It was all down to Sinon-1 had nothing to do with it.

Trai ned nmonkey, indeed!

Chapter 7
Mad Nettl es
My plan, as far as | had one, was sinply to carry on as if nothing had happened. Business as

usual . If anyone rang up and asked Sinon's whereabouts 1'd tell themhe'd run off to Wl ver hanpt on
with a shop assistant from Boots. Serve himright, the toad.

The way | figured it, he was probably waiting until | pani cked and bl abbed to the police or

sonet hing. He wanted to see his nane in the headlines, and ne |looking like a fool explaining to
reporters how he'd crawmed into a cairn and di sappeared. Well, he could just wait until hell froze
over. | did not intend giving himthe satisfaction
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For the next few days, | carried on ny life in the ordinary way. | behaved exactly as before.
took my neals, browsed at the bookstalls, loitered in the library and | ounged in ny adviser's
of fice, chatted wth acquai ntances, pawed through nmy mail.... In short, | sallied boldly forth

into the frantic free-for-all of academic |life | had conme to know and | ove so well.

But work was inpossible. How could | work? | could not, truly, ignore Sinon's di sappearance any
more than | could ignore the nose on ny face-however hard | tried. The days passed and Sinon did
not return. The phone did not ring. Doubt began taking a toll on ne. | kept thinking: Wat if it
is no joke? What if somethi ng happened to hin? What if he really is gone?

Each day that passed brought a new worry. | lurched |like a | opsided pendul um bet ween anger and
anxi ety. Anger at his absurd prank, and anxiety over his safety. Day and night, | suffered a
relentless rain of questions: Were was Sinon? Wihat was he doi ng? Where had he gone? Wiy was this
my worry? Wy nme?

"When Sinmon comes back," | promised nyself, "I'Il Kkill him 1'lIl cheerfully twist off his arnms and
beat himwi th the bloody ends. No, | won't. That wouldn't be civilized. I will, instead, sit him
down and tell himcalmy and rationally what a terrible, tastel ess thing he has done. And then

wi Il shoot himthrough his small, black heart."”

As the days passed into weeks, | grew steadily nore listless, dishevelled, ill-tenpered and
cranky; | yelled at the scout whenever she poked her nose in, until at last she got fed up and
st opped coming by. | roanmed aimessly around the streets nmuttering to nyself and cursing a great

deal. My socks didn't match. | did not wash.

I f anyone observed ny increasingly debilitated state, they gave no sign. | could not have
occasi oned less conment if | were a dust ball under the bed. | found mnmyself deeply tenpted to grow
a hunchback and start swinging fromthe bell in Tom Tower.

My rapi d descent into the slough of despond was matched by an equally steep decline in nenta
stability. | did not sleep well. Odd dreans troubl ed ne-visions of |eafy green men and exti nct
oxen ranpagi ng through ny bedroom of wandering lost in a dark forest and the ground openi ng up
beneat h me and swal | owi ng me whol e, of being hunted down and pierced through the thorax by antique
spears, of wolves howing in a forest dark, and a hideous horror with a face of grinning death,
pursuing nme relentlessly over a cold and desol ate | and-di sturbing i mages that nelted upon waking,

| eavi ng me exhausted and all the worse for ny night's rest.

I knew the cause of mnmy slide into oblivion: ny conscience was pulling heavy overtine trying to
attract my attention. Fromthe nmonent | crawled into the cairn and realized Sinon had vani shed, ny
subconsci ous had begun hand-to-hand conbat with nmy reason. The object? CGetting nme to adnit to
mysel f that what mni ght have happened actually did happen, and that | had done absol utely not hing
about it.

Still, it wasn't so rmuch Sinon's di sappearance that hastened ny decline. Unnerving as that was,
the object of ny inner conflict was not Sinon's vanishing act, it was his destination. Were,
then, had Si non gone? That was the sixty-four trillion dollar question. And | knew the answer.

But | didn't like to say it.

No, | would rather stewslowy in my own juices than adnit what | knew to be true. Nature
however, has a subtle way of dealing with these anusing little dysfunctional ganes one enjoys so
much. It's called a nervous breakdown.

| began seeing things.

The first incident happened very early one nmorning. | had spent another sleepless night and
decided to take a walk along the river. | slipped through the quad and took the |lane Ieading to
the neadow and the riverwal k. That early in the norning I had the place to nyself, and just as |
was passing the field where the college's cattle are kept, | saw a large gray hound | opi ng across
the pasture, coning at an angle towards ne.

At first, | didn't think anything of it. There are lots of dogs around, after all. But, as it drew
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nearer, the size of the thing registered-the animl was seriously large: alnost as big as a pony.
It had a short, curly coat and extrenely long legs that ate up the ground at an astoni shing rate.
And it was coming right for ne. | stopped and stared, as it |leapt the cattle fence w thout
breaking stride. The dog landed in the lane a scant few yards away. Only then did it see nme, for
it turned as if startled and flattened its ears, baring its incredibly long teeth in a snarl

| stood stock still, my heart racing. The dog, if that is what it was, grow ed nmenacingly lowin
its throat and raised its hackles. But | did not twitch a nuscle-1 was too scared to nove, The
great hound, still growing, turned down the |ane and dashed off. It vanished in the norning m st
fromthe river. But, in the instant it turned, | sawthat it had an oddl ooking collar nade of iron

chain-the antique kind with curious hand-forged square I|inks.

Despite the fact that | had never in ny life seen a dog so huge, | told nyself that soneone's pet
had escaped fromits kennel. Only that, and nothing nore.

And then, a few days later, sitting by the w ndow sipping tea on a rainy afternoon, | glanced out
into the quad and saw sonet hing brown and hairy noving on the lawm. In the gloomof a thick
overcast, | could not be certain exactly what | saw. At the time | would have sworn it was a pig-

but a different sort of pig fromany | was familiar with. Longl egged and lean, with a thick
bristly coat of dark reddish-brown and two curved tusks issuing fromthe sides of its pinched and
narrow face, it carried its tail in a comcal flagpole fashion-straight up over its sloping back.

Wth nmy face pressed against the glass, the wi ndow quickly steamed up. Wen | rubbed away the fog,
the creature had di sappeared. And with it any certainty that | had seen anything at all

Next day, | saw a wolf in Turl Street.

Tired of being cooped up all day, | had ventured out late and it was grow ng dark. The
streetlights were lit and sonme of the shops were already closed. | had gone to the covered narket
for a |oaf of bread and, returning, | turned down Turl Street, which bends so that you cannot see
either end fromthe mddle. | had just entered the narrow street when ny scal p began to prickle-as
i f soneone were watching me with evil intent. | wal ked a few yards, and the prickly sensation
spread down the back of my neck and across ny shoul derblades. |I felt evil eyes boring into ny
back. Instantly frightened, | imagined | heard a faint scratching click on the pavenment behind ne.
I wal ked a few steps further, listening to this strange sound, whereupon, utterly convinced | was
being followed, | turned abruptly.

I had never seen a real live wlf before, and thought it another giant hound, but then sawits
shaggy coat and its great pale yellow eyes. It walked with its head low, its long snout to the
ground as if scenting a trail. Wien | stopped, it stopped, giving ne the distinct inpression that

| was being stal ked. The door of a canera shop stood not ten feet to the right of ne and | thought
to run in the door and escape. | took one cautious step sideways. The wolf tensed. | heard a sound
i ke gravel churning in a cauldron, and realized it came fromthe animal's throat. W stood

| ooki ng at one another across a distance of no nmore than fifteen or twenty feet. | decided to make
a rush for the door, and was just working nyself up to it when the door swung open and soneone
canme out of the shop. | half turned, flung out a hand to the stranger to stop him "Wait!" | said.
The fellow grinmaced at ne-1 suppose he thought ne a beggar after |oose change-and pushed brusquely
past. Wen | | ooked again, the wolf was running up the Turl towards Broad Street. | saw its gaunt

sides gleamsilver in the streetlights and then it was gone.

| told nyself | hadn't actually seen it, that the episode with the giant dog had unnerved ne. But
the next nmorning the Daily Ml carried a story about a wolf seen running |loose in the streets of
Oxford. Nunerous people had witnessed it. Police had been called out, and aninmal control, but they
couldn't |locate the beast. Specul ation was that the wolf had escaped from soneone's illega
menagerie and had fled to the open countryside.

I was afraid to |l eave ny roons for three days after that-afraid of what | mght see next. And,
when | did screw up nmy courage to go out again, alnost inmediately | stepped off the sidewal k on
the High Street smack in front of an Oxford Experience bus. | got knocked down, but not run over-
those tourist buses do not nove very fast and the drivers are skilled at bunping into unwary
pedestri ans.
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It cane home. . . as | lay in the street. . . staring up into the ring of ripely disgusted faces
gat hered above ne... that something had to give. A bus today, a train tomorrow. O would it be a
screanming freefall fromone of the dream ng spires? Mire to the point: was this denial really
worth ny sanity, ny life?

One gets a singular perspective on life while gazing up fromthe gutter. Wen the policeman who
hel ped ne to ny feet asked, "You all right, then, son?" | was forced to consider the question in
all its greater philosophical inplications. No, | decided, | was definitely not all right. Not by
any stretch of logic or inmagination.

| spent the rest of the day wandering around the streets, ain ess and sick at heart. | |ost nyself
in the usual stream of shoppers and sinply drifted. | shuffled here and there; | watched chal k
artists and Street nusicians w thout heedi ng what they drew or played. | knew sonething was
happening. | knew it had sonmething to do with ne. | knew also that | could not hold out against it

much | onger. But what was | to do? What was required of ne?

These and ot her questions, barely formed, occupied nme all afternoon. And when | finally gave up
and headed back to my roons it was nearly dark and the weather had turned rainy. The streets were
all but deserted. At Carfax | stopped for the traffic light, though there were no cars on the
street. | felt silly standing in the rain, so | ducked under a nearby awning.

As | stood there, waiting for the light to change, a very strange feeling canme over ne. | was
suddenly |ightheaded and weak in the knees, woozy and unsteady as if | night pass out any second.
Per haps getting knocked down by the bus had hurt me nore than | knew, | thought. Perhaps |I've

injured nyself after all. | grabbed my head with both hands. | gulped air, and ny throat felt
tight. | couldn't breathe.
The pavenent beneath nmy feet seemed to buckle and heave. | glanced down, and ny heart skipped a

beat. For | was standing in the center of an elaborate Celtic circle drawn on the sidewal k squares
with chal k. The street artists-1 had seen themworking earlier in the day and paid them no
attention-had drawn a prinmtive maze pattern surrounded by a knotwork border of interwoven col ored
lines. 1 had often seen sidewal k portraits and | andscapes. But never anything like this. Wy had
they drawn this particular design? Wiy, of all things, a Celtic naze?

| stood there, clutching ny head, staring at the intricately interlaced Iines and the dizzying
pattern of the maze. | stood there for a long tinme, the traffic light blinking fromred to green
over and over, the rain pelting down on ne. Staring, staring, unable to nove, trapped in that
charmed circle-inexplicably bound by those interlocking threads of brightcolored chalk. | night
still be standing there, but for the fact that my condition had not gone entirely unnoticed.

For | felt the light touch of a hand on ny el bow and becane aware of a kindly voice in ny ear.
"Let nme help you," said the voice.

I swivelled nmy head toward the sound and found nyself lace to face with a white-haired old gent
dressed like Central Casting's idea of an aging country squire conplete with porkpie hat and bl ack
briar wal ki ng stick.

"N-no thanks," | told him "I'm okay. Thanks."

But the grip on ny el bow tightened. "Pardon ne, but | think you need a hand," he insisted. He
rai sed his wal king stick before ny face and then lowered it, pointing to the strange drawi ng on
the pavenent. He tapped the chalk with the tip of his stick three tines. This sinple action
del i berate and sl ow, gave ne to know that our neeting was not nere happenchance and he was no
ordi nary passer-by. He knew sonet hi ng.

"l had better see you honme, | think," he told nme. "Cone al ong."

| looked helplessly at my feet, for | still could not nove them "There's nothing to fear," the
old man said. "Cone."

At his word, ny feet cane free and | stepped easily fromthe circle. W crossed the street and, by
the tine we reached the other side, | was thoroughly hunmiliated. "Thanks," | said, stepping up on
the sidewal k. "Really, thanks a lot. |I'm okay, though. | just got a little dizzy, you know | had
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a bunp on the head earlier, but |I'mokay now " The words just tunmbled out. "I'll be fine. Thanks
for your help. "

But the old gent did not release his grip on my arm rhinking that he maybe didn't hear so good, |
rai sed ny voice. He stopped suddenly and turned to nme. "You should have that bunp | ooked at."

"Yeah, 1'll do that. Thanks." | tried to disengage his hand fromny arm but he would not |et go.
"You've been a big ielp. | won't trouble you any further."

"Ch, it's no trouble. | assure you," he said airily. "I"mafraid | nmust insist."

"Are you a doctor?" | asked. | don't know why-sonething about his solicitous nature suggested it.

"I'"'mall the doctor you need," cane the reply, and next thing | knew we were stunping along the
all -but-deserted street, armin arm He seened deternined to have a | ook at ny bunp, and |I seened
to have no choice in the matter. After the trauma of the last few days, ny will power was at |ow
ebb, so | took the path of |east resistance and went with him

After much twisting and turning down this street and that, we eventually arrived at a | ow door in
Brewer's Lane. A brass plaque proclainmed the residence of DO M Canpbell, Tutor. He put a key in
the lock, jiggled it open and ushered me in.

"Cone in, please," said the old nan. "Conme in out of the cold, ny friend. Make yourself at hone.
I"lI'l get sonething warm on the hotplate. Put your coat there."

He peered at ne nyopically, patting his pockets absently. | stepped into his dimapartnent. "Kind
of you to invite me. But, really, it isn't necessary. I'mfine."

He snmiled and bustled off into the dark interior, unbirnoning his coat as he went. H s voice
lingered behind him "A pleasure. My load is light this term As it is, | don't have enough
visitors. Cone, sit down. Wn't be a nonent."

I found an ancient, overstuffed chair and dropped into it, wondering why | was there. Wll, |
thought, | don't want to hurt his feelings. Just a quick cup of tea and I'll be on ny way.

For his part, the old gent drifted in and out, snapping on lights here and there to no great
effect. The roomremni ned dark as before. At one point he came to stand before ne, gazing down at
me as if he had won nme in a turkey shoot.

"Introductions," he said abruptly. "Professor Nettleton. Merton Coll ege. How do you do?"

"Not Canpbel | ?" | wondered al oud.

"A former occupant," he explained. "I value ny privacy."

"And you are?"
"Ch, right. My nane is Lewis-Lewis Gllies."

"Gdad to neet you M. Gllies," he began. At that nmonment a kettle in another room whistled and he
bustled to attend it. He returned a nonent |ater, "Best give its nonent,"” he said pleasantly, and
proceeded to clear off a table piled high with papers. It gave ne a chance to study him

Nettl eton was the archetypal Oxford don. Shortish, baldish, sixtyish, slightly stooped and near -
sighted from deci phering the crabbed text of too nmany illegible manuscripts. Wat hair he
possessed was wi spy and white like candy floss; it floated over his head rather than resting
there. H's apparel was a subdued riot of msmatched tweed-all of anmbi guous hue. He wore a Balli ol
tie, a bright-blue wool en wai stcoat, and stout, brown Irish brogues on his feet.

The kettl e sounded again, and while ny host busied hinself with the practicalities-l1 could hear
hi m cl anking around in the dimrecesses-|I took the opportunity to exam ne ny i mediate
surroundi ngs. The professor's roomwas one of those i mense Victorian caverns in which Oxford
abounds, and no less eccentric than its occupant: twelve foot ceilings; a forest of ancient dark
oak panelling; mamoth carved mahogany sideboards, nmantles, bookcases, and tables; a desk that
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could easily serve as the bridge of a battleship; great soft chairs one could get lost in. The
dark oak floors were covered with about an acre of faded, threadbare carpet; the lighting
apparently dated fromthe Dark Ages; and the heating system was ol der than Mses.

| glanced around at the various shelves, which were cramed with kni ckknacks and what not s.
Curiosity drew me fromny chair and | approached the shelves for a closer |ook. They supported a
pack rat's nuseum of queer artifacts: odd-shaped stones; peculiar knobs of polished wood; tablet-
sized slabs of slate with strange inscriptions scratched on them gl eam ng nuggets of m sshapen
coins; a collection of carved-horn conbs and buttons made fromaninmal teeth. Bristling froma nook
was a stuffed yellow cat the size of a Cocker Spaniel, and a gross bl ack-feathered carcass | took
to be a nounted raven.

So deeply engrossed in this inventory was |, that | did not hear Nettleton creep up behind ne. |
felt a prickly sensation on ny neck and swung around to find himgazing placidly at ne, two
steam ng nugs of something in his hands. | say nugs-the vessels were tall and had no handl es, and
they appeared to be nade of a sort of crude stoneware. |'d seen a sinmilar style of pottery before-
in the Ashnol ean Museum next to stag which read Beaker, Neolithic, ca 2500 BC

My host handed a beaker to nme, raised the other to his lips and said, "Slointe!"

To which | replied, "Cheers!" | took a large sip, and nearly spewed the contents across the room
I managed to choke it down-but the corrosive liquid grated my throat |ike a wood rasp and produced
an afterburn |Iike an F16.

Nettleton smiled benignly at nmy disconfort. "So sorry, | should have warned you. There's whisky in
it. I find a wee dramon a day like this helps to drive out the chill."
Yes, and the will to live as well. "S good," | gasped. | felt ny tongue swelling rapidly to

roughly the size of a sunmer sausage. "Wa-what is it?"

The professor dismssed the question with a flick of his hand. "Ch, roots, bark, berries-sort of a
homenade concoction. | collect the ingredients nyself. If you like it, | can give you the recipe."

I was speechl ess.

He turned away and |l ed nme across the roomto a set of red | eather chairs on either side of the
only wi ndow. The sky was dark, the w ndow panes appeared opaque. A small table that |ooked as if
it had been assenbl ed of driftwood stood between the chairs. The professor sat down in one of the
chairs and placed his beaker on the table. He indicated the other chair for ne. | sat facing him
and peered into nmy drink. Wre those raisins bobbing around in there?

"So!" he announced suddenly. "CGood to see you!" He enunciated this neticulously, as if | were an

abori gi ne who m ght not speak his |anguage. "I have been waiting for this."
H s confession brought me up short. | could only stare and gul p, "You have?"
"Yes." He raised a hand quickly. "Ch, please do not nisunderstand-l mean you no harm | intend to

hel p you, as | said. And, if you don't mind my saying so, you |look rather in need of help at the
nmonent . "

"Urh, Professor Nettleton-ah, you seemto have ne at a bit of a disadvantage here, | think."
"Nettles,” he replied.

"Sir?"

"Way not call ne Nettles? Everyone does."

"Al'l right," | agreed. "But, as | was saying, | thin-"

"Not to put too fine a point on it, you've rather let yourself go, M. Gllies. You are
di stressed. "
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"V\éll, I_n

"No apologies, M. Gllies. | understand. Now then," he folded his hands over his chest and | eaned
so far back into his chair that | could no |onger see his face in the shadows, "how can | be of
service to you?"

Not hi ng came to mind. | searched the shadows for a nonent, and then suggested that he had al ready
hel ped ne a great deal, and that it was getting late and | was sure he had other things to do and
that | shouldn't trouble himfurther, and that- "Pish-tosh!" he replied calmy. "There's nothing
to be enmbarrassed about. Conme now, please be assured, your secret is safe with me."

My secret? Wich secret? How did he know ny secret? "I'mnot sure | know what you nean," | told
hi m

Nettles | eaned further forward. His eyes danced. "You are a believer," he whispered. "I can al ways
tell."

"A believer," | repeated dully.

He smirked. "Ch, never worry. |I'ma believer, too."

I nmust have appeared as thick as a plank because he explained: "The Faéry Faith, yes? Everyone

thinks me mad, of course. Wat of it?" He becane conspiratorial. "I have seen them"
"Fairies?"
He nodded enthusiastically. "Ch, yes! But | prefer to call them Fair Fol k. | understand, the word

‘fairies' has taken on some rather unfortunate connotations in recent years. And even if that
weren't so, 'fairies' always makes them sound twee and dimnutive. Let nme tell you," he added
solemmly, "they are anything but twee or dimnutive."

| judged the conversation to have taken a peculiar turn, and attenpted to steer it back. "Urh, |
saw a wolf in Turl Street. Maybe you read about it in the newspapers."

Nettles winked at me. "Blaidd an Mia, eh?"

"Excuse me?"

"Wlves in Albion," he replied. "Don't mind me. You were sayi ng?"
"Just that. Nothing else, really,"” | lied.

"I's that all?"

"Well, yes," | confessed, slightly piqued at his insinuation that there m ght be nore. "Wat el se
coul d there be?"

The professor chuckled dryly. "Wy, appearances, disappearances, strange happeni ngs-any nunber of
thi ngs! People getting trapped in Celtic circles, for instance."”

"You don't nean. Was he tal ki ng about ne?

"But that is precisely what | do nean."

| gaped stupidly. Mad? The man was dotty as a dodo. "But that is inpossible,” | nunbled.

"I's it?" The smile never left his face, but his eyes became hard and intensely serious. "Come now,
sir! | asked you a question. | amwaiting for an answer."

"Well,"” | allowed carefully, "I suppose it's not altogether inpossible."

"Ha! You know that it is not altogether inpossible. Cone, M. Gllies, let us be precise." The
ferocity with which this last was delivered nelted away as soon as the words were uttered.
Instantly, he was his nerry self once nore. "I told you, it's no good trying to get round ne. |
can snell a believer a mle away."
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He | eaned forward, reaching towards his drink, and froze in md-notion. "Ah, but that's the
difficulty, isn't it?"

" Par don?"

"I'"ve msjudged you." He renmi ned notionless, his hand reaching out. "So sorry, M. Gllies. My
m st ake. "

"I"'mnot sure | follow"

"Perhaps you are not a believer, after all." He collapsed back into his chair. "But then what are
you, M. Lewis Gllies? HmP? | beconme so accustonmed to dealing with unbelievers that | often
forget there is a third category."”

In order to mask nmy growi ng disconfort with this line of enquiry, |I took up nmy drink and forced
some of it down. This time, | actually enjoyed the taste.

"Bel i evers and unbelievers," the professor said. "Mst people fall into one or the other of those
classifications. Yet there is a third: those who desperately want to believe, but reason won't
allowit."

He took up his drink and swigged it back. | followed suit, and ended up gul ping down nore than
intended. "It does grow on one, does it not?" he said with a |loud smack of his lips. "Milled
heat her ale."

Heat her ale? | stared into ny cup. Folklore bad it that the recipe for this ancient drink

di sappeared in 1411 when the English killed the last Celtic chieftain for refusing to divul ge the

secret of this legendary elixir. The bel eaguered Celt |eaped off a sea cliff rather than allow the
hated foreigners to taste the Brew of Kings. How then did the professor tunble onto the recipe-if

i ndeed he had?

My unlikely host rose and took hinself to a nearby sideboard. He returned with a pottery crock and
poured our beakers full of steaming liquid once nore. "As | was saying-" He replaced the crock on
the hotplate and returned to his seat. "You rather belong in the third category: one who w shes to
believe, yet |acks conviction. Synpathetic, shall we say, yet skeptical." He nodded benevol ently.
"You have been out wandering in the Celtic masma and you have caught the bug. Am 1 right?"

Bingo! "I think I could go along with that," | allowed
cautiously.

"Now, then, what has brought you to this inpasse? This crisis of faith and reason? Wat has
reduced you to stunbling around the city unkenpt and unshaven, seeing things, and so easily
ensnared by chal k drawi ngs on the pavenent ?"

My lips began to frane an evasive answer, but the question was not for nme. The barny old gentleman
continued: "What indeed? If | nmay hazard a guess, | would say that you have w tnessed sonething
for which you have no expl anation, and for which you are struggling to discover a rationa
solution. One of these appearances you are speaking about? O perhaps it was a di sappearance? Yes!
| thought so." He beamed with innocent pleasure. "I warned you-lI can always tell."

"But how did you know?"

He ignored ny question and asked one of his own. "Wio is it? Soneone you know? OF course, it is.
How foolish of nme. Now you nust tell nme all about it. If | amto help you, | nust know
everything." He raised a bony finger in the air. "Everything-do you understand?"

| slunped in the chair, feeling the soft |leather envelop nme. | cradled the warm beaker to ny chest
and nuttered, "I understand.” How did | ever get nyself into this? | wanted sinply to sink so deep
into the chair that no one would ever find ne. Instead, | took a long pull of the nmulled ale,

cl osed ny eyes and began ny dreary recitation

Prof essor Nettleton did not interrupt. Twice | opened ny eyes and found himsitting poised on the
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edge of his chair, as if he might pounce the nonent | stopped. | ranbled on and on until | had

| ai d out the whol e nuddl ed epi sode, just as it happened. | told himeverything-I did not have the
strength of will to resist or play coy with the facts. | was too tired of keeping up the pretense,
too weary of bearing the weight of know edge all by nyself. | just opened nmy nmouth and the words
tunbled out. | let nmy tongue flap on and on

I told himabout Sinon's wild aurochs chase, about sighting the G een Man, about Farnmer G ant,
about the cairn and Sinon's abruptly-acquired interest in Celtic |ore, about ny disturbing dreans,
about seeing things, about... everything that had happened before and after Sinon's di sappearance.
And it was blessed relief finally to unburden nyself. Tw ce bl essed to have soneone |istening who
believed nme conpletely. | had no fear that he would betray nme, or think me insane. After all,
everyone al ready thought himnmad. He had told ne so. My secret was safe with him | knew that, and
| made the nost of it.

When | finally finished, | opened ny eyes and glanced into the bottom of ny enpty beaker. Had
drunk it all? | must have guzzled away during ny recitation. Now | was sorry not to have saved
some. | placed the enpty vessel on the table.

Thr ough rai n-streaked panes the sky glowed a sickly graygreen fromthe city lights reflecting off
the low pall of cloud. | glanced into the gathered gl oomof the chair facing nme. Professor
Nettleton's white hair shone with a faint glow fromthe window H s eyes glittered in the

dar kness.

"Of course," he said at last. "Yes, | understand now "
"Believe ne, | didn't intend wasting your time with all this.”
He shook his head slightly. "On the contrary, it is why you cane to ne."

M spl aced pride flushed ny cheeks. "Look, | don't know that this is any of your business. | just
came al ong because.

"Yes?"
"Well, because |I didn't want to hurt your feelings."

"Pish-tosh, M. Gllies. Let us clear the air at once. If we are to work together, we nust have no
nore of this false nodesty and guile. W both know very well what we're tal king about. It is the
freedom of believers to shout al oud what doubters dare not confess."

" Huh?"

"You know what | amtalking about." The way he said it brooked no contradiction; | offered none.
"Very well, let us put aside all inhibition and speak openly." He reached out a firm hand and
tapped nmy leg. "I will nmake a True Man of you yet."

"I told you about Sinon and everything dse," | said, somewhat defensively. "But you haven't told

me how you knew | was-" words failed nme. What was 17?
"Troubl ed?" Nettles offered. "Since this began, | have been observing very closely."
"Cbservi ng what ?"

"Why, everything. Quite literally everything. The signs are there for anyone with eyes to see
them "

"I don't understand," | conplained.

"No." He rose and stood over ne. "But we have done enough for one day, | think. Good-night, M.
@Qullies. Go home and get sone rest."

"Uh, yeah, good-night." | clinbed slowy to ny feet. "Thank you." | felt grateful in a nonspecific
sort of way. | guess | was just glad he wasn't tel ephoning the nen with the butterfly nets.
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He propelled me quickly towards the door. "Come to nme tonorrow nmorning. | will explain
everything."

Next thing | knew, | was standing with ny coat in ny hands in the gloony half-light of Brewer's
Lane. | put on nmy coat and hurried into the chilly rain. The wind had risen, driving the fine rain
before it. The relief | had enjoyed in Professor Nettleton's conpany quickly dissolved in the cold
reality of wind and rain. "Mad as a hatter,” | thought gloomly. "Od Nettles is crazier than I
am "

| arrived back at the door to ny roons just in time to hear the tel ephone ring. |I jamed the key

in the |l ock and dashed to answer the phone, and instantly realized I'd nade a big m st ake.

Chapter 8

Sunwi se Circl es

The dock read ten m nutes past el even. Wio would be calling at this rime of night?

"Hello, is that M. Gllies?" The voice sounded as if it were coming froma very great distance-
the vicinity of Mars, perhaps. Still, it was one of those once-heard-never-forgotten voices, and |
recogni zed it at once. My heart sank

" Speaking," | said. "Good evening, sir."
"CGeof frey Rawnson here."
"Good to hear you, sir. How are things?"

"Ch, working too hard as usual. Haven't a minute to myself. Still, mustn't conplain, | suppose,"”
he replied affably enough. "Actually, | was wondering if | might speak to Sinon. Wuld you be so
kind as to put himon?"

"I'"'msorry, M. Rawnson, but Sinmon isn't here at the nmonment."

"Not there? Well, where is he?" His tone inplied that he thought it unlikely his son should be
anywhere el se but standing besi de the phone waiting for himto call.

"He's out for the, ah, evening, | believe," | lied, and added a corrective of truth. "As a nmatter
of fact, | just got back nyself."
"I see," he replied. "Well, | won't keep you. Wuld you just relay to Sinmon that | called?"

"I'"l'l do that, sir-as soon as | see him"

"Fine," the elder Rawnson said. "There's just one other thing."
" Yes?ll
"Tell Sinmon that unless | hear fromhimtonorrow before ten o' clock, | will arrive as scheduled to

pi ck hi mup. Do you have that?"

"You'll be here to pick himup as schedul ed-yes, | have it. Un, what time would that be, sir-so |
can tell Sinon?"

"He knows the details, |I should think," Rawnson said, and | detected an undercurrent of pique. He
paused and, by way of explanation, added, "I don't mind telling you I'ma little put out with

Si non just now. He was supposed to turn up for his grandnother's birthday cel ebration at the
weekend. Never misses it. This year not a card, not a call, nothing. He'd better have a very good
excuse. And I'Il expect to hear it when | see himtonorrow. You can tell himthat fromne."
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"Yes, sir," | agreed.

"Well, it's late, | won't keep you. Good-night, M. Gllies. Best regards
the Iine went dead.

The phone clicked and

Sturmund Drang! Face to face with Sinon's dad, and what was | going to tell hin®? Terribly sorry,
your highness, but Sonny Jimhas flitted off to La-la Land. Tut tut. Rotten luck, what?

I went to bed full of woe, and fell asleep plotting Sinon's demni se.

It may be that Professor Nettleton slept in his clothes. Then again, maybe he didn't sleep at all
When | arrived early next norning, he appeared exactly as I'd left himthe previous evening, hip
deep in research-there were piles of papers, panphlets and journals, and stacks of books all over
the floor. "Cone in! Cone in!" he called when | knocked, barely glancing up as | entered.

"Here it is!" he cried, waving a book over his head. "Sit down, Lewis, and listen to this."

Nut sy Nettles began reading at ne fromthe book, pacing anong the heaps of literature, running his
hand t hrough his wispy hair. | listened to himfor a nonent before | realized that | did not
understand a word he was saying. | nean, the words | understood, but they made no sense. It was
all a junble of jargon: nexus this, and plexus that, and sonething about serial time and the
infinite malleability of the future or sone such thing.

| shifted a stack of papers onto the floor and sat down in the Leather chair. The lanp next to the
chair was the rooms only Light. He finished his reading and regarded ne closely, his eyes pixie-
bright with excitenent.

"Excuse me, Nettles,” | said, "I'"'mnot sure | got all that. | didn't sleep very well last night."
Then | told himabout ny phone conversation with Sinon's father

The ol d prof clucked his tongue synpathetically. "It was only to be expected," he said. "People
can't go missing and not be missed. Still, | had hoped for a bit nore time. Never nmind."

"Never mind? But he's coning to see Sinon today-and Sinbn won't be here."

"W can worry about that later," the professor told ne. "Wuld you |like some tea?" He pottered off
to his hotplate on the sideboard, saying, "The aurochs and spear-those are positive indicators.

Li kewi se the Green Man, the wol f, boar, and hound. | expect there are scores of others-perhaps
hundr eds- but you woul dn't necessarily have noticed them" | could hear himrattling tins and
filling a kettle. His voice drifted back to me as if fromthe outer darkness of the netherworld.

"Indicators," | repeated w thout enthusiasm | yawned and rubbed ny eyes.

"Now, then. There are two things which puzzle nme about your story. | must ask you to renmenber very
carefully. Quite a |lot depends upon it, I"'mafraid." Nettleton returned to stand over ne. "Think
back to the cairn. Did you notice anyone nearby when you were there?" he asked, watching ne
intently. "Did anyone approach you?"

"No one." | shrugged. "Wy?"

"An ani mal, perhaps? A deer? O a bird of some kind? A dog?"

| sat bolt upright. "WAit a nminute! There was soneone. | renmenber seeing this guy and he had sone
dogs-three of them funny |ooking. | nean the man was funny | ooking, not the dogs. Wll, the dogs
were strange, too, nowthat |I mention it. Wite with red ears, big and thin-they | ooked |ike
oversi ze greyhounds or sonething. They actually blocked nmy way to the cairn, but | just stood ny

ground and they left."
"When did you see hinP Before or after Sinon entered the cairn?"

"After," | said. "No, wait.. ." | thought back. "Before, too. Yes, | saw himbefore, too-Sinon and
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I both saw him Sinon said it was probably just a farnmer and we went on to the cairn. | saw him
again when | went back to the cairn after Sinon disappeared.”

Nettl es cl apped his hands and chortled with delight. The kettle shrieked fromthe sideboard and
the professor bustled over to it. | followed him "MIk?" he asked.

"Please."” | watched himpour boiling water into a |large, tea-stained pot. He al so poured water
into two unwashed mugs. A fresh pint of mlk stood on the sideboard; he took it up and pushed the
foil cap with his thunmb. "Have | said sonmething inportant?" | asked.

He swi shed the water around the mugs and then dunped it back into the kettle. "Yes," he answered,

splashing nmlk into first one nug and then the other. "Unequivocally."

"Good. | nean, that's good.. . right?"
"Ch, it's very good. | was beginning to wonder if you were telling ne the truth." To my stricken
| ook, he replied. "Ch, there is no doubt in ny mind now None at all. The presence of the guardi an

confirms all."
"Cuardi an?" | asked. "You didn't nention anything about any guardian."

"W will let the tea steep a nonent. Bring the nmugs."” He pulled a knitted tea cozy over the pot
and carried it to the driftwood table, then nudged his chair closer to mine. "The guardian of the
threshol d," the professor said sinply. "It might have been a stag, a hawk, or a wild dog-the
guardi an can take many forns. H s absence puzzled me. And another thing puzzles me as well: why
was Sinon allowed to cross the threshold and not you?"

"That puzzles me, too. No end."
"WAs Si nbn perhaps nore sensitive?"
"Sensitive Simon isn't," | said. "Not that sort at all. No way."

Nettl es shook his head and frowned. "Then this becones very difficult.” He turned to the teapot
and poured our nugs full. He handed a mug to ne and we drank in silence for a nonment. Then he
said, "Did he show any interest in the herworld before this business at the cairn?"

"None," | said. "Celtic studies is ny thing, not Sinon's."

"But it was his suggestion to go and view the aurochs, was it not?"
"Yeah, but-1 nean, he just wanted an adventure."

The professor regarded ne over the rimof his nmug. "Did he indeed?"
"You know what | mean. Any excuse for a party, that was Sinon."

"Of course. But you would say he was the adventurous type?"

"Sure. He liked a bit of excitenent." | sipped sone nore tea and then renenbered sonething el se.
"But you know, there was something weird that norning. Sinon quoted poetry at ne."

"Yes? Go on," Nettles urged.
"Well, | don't remenber it, but it had to do with-1 don't know. "
"Please try to remenber. It might be inportant."”

"We were driving to the farmthis was before we'd even seen the aurochs-which we didn't see
because it wasn't there-and Sinon all of a sudden rattles off this scrap of poetry. Celtic poetry.
Sonet hi ng about standing at the door to the west," | said, trying to recall the exact details. "It
was one of those Celtic riddle verses where the speaker gives all these clues and you're supposed
to guess who he is."

"Standing at the door to the west," the professor repeated. "Yes, go on. Anything else?"
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As with a jolt froman electric cattle prod, | renmenbered sonething el se. "And before that,"

said, excitenment tightening nmy vocal cords, "when we were just waking up. W slept beside the

road, like | said, and | woke up ust before sunrise. Sinon wanted to get an early start but we
oversl ept-not nmuch, it was still plenty early. But Sinmon got all upset because he wanted to be at
the farm before sunrise- not after. Wen | asked himwhy, he sneered and said, 'And you a Celtic
scholar.' It was the tine-between-tinmes-Si non knew about the tinme-between-tines, see. That's why
he had us rushing to get to the farm | asked himand he didn't deny it. Sinmon knew about the tine-
bet ween-tines. "

Nettleton smled. "I see. Go on."

"That was all. | wasn't aware he knew about anything like that. It was odd, but that was Sinon.
He'd tear into anything that took his fancy."

"But you did not reach the farmor the cairn before sunrise?”
"No. We reached the cairn well before ten o' clock, though,” | told him

The professor rose and fetched the mlk bottle. He poured milk into the nugs and topped up with
hot tea, replacing the tea cozy. He rested his hands on the warmteapot and said slowy, "This is
extremely interesting."

"Great, but what's it got to do with Sinon's disappearance?”

As if he hadn't heard ne, the professor got up and started rummagi ng through the pile of books on
his desk. He found one and held it up to ne. "I came across this last night,"” he said, and began
reading to ne.

"On a day in August in the year 1788, | arrived in the chief village of den Findhorn, a
settlement of fair aspect called the MIls of Aird Righ. | called first on the school naster, M.
Desnond MacLagan, who kindly agreed to conduct ne to the Cairn. MacLagan had been raised in the
regi on and i ndeed had heard stories of the Cairn fromhis grandnother, Ms. Miire Gant, who would
oft times relate how she and other youths of the village on bright noonlit nights were wont to go
to the Cairn. They seldomhad long to wait before they would hear the npost exquisite mnmusic and
behol d a grand tower standing in the hollow there. The dimnutive folk of Fairyland would issue
fromthe tower and performtheir frolic and dance, Next norning the tower would not be found, but
the grandnother and her friends would gather Fairy Gold fromaround the Cairn. This continued
until one of the youths, when questioned about the gold, told his father, who then forbade any
further excursions of this nature, saying that fromtinme to time people were known to have

di sappeared in that vicinity.

"Upon reaching the glen, ny guide and | disnbunted and nade our way down into the hollow to the
Cairn on foot. | found the ancient structure wholly unremarkable in size or proportion, and
somewhat dil api dated i n appearance. The only distinctive feature is an oven-shaped projection
oriented west. Al beit, the farmers and uneducated folk of the glen consider the Cairn a Fairy
Mound and accord it wi de respect in their deliberations upon matters supernatural.

Nettles glanced up fromhis reading. "This docunent establishes Carnwood Cairn as a site of
otherworl dly activity," he announced. "Although the author did not find the entrance-slightly
puzzling, that-still | have no doubt that the cairn described is the one you have seen. The hill,
the holl ow, the bul bous protuberance on the side of the structure, argue for precise
identification."

| agreed. But the account was standard fol klore stuff, and unremarkable at that. | had come across
these sane shreds and tatters of tales hundreds of tinmes in ny studies. It was the common grist of
Celtic folklore, after all.

"The chronicle continues," Nettles said, "recounting ieveral nore sightings of wee fol k, objects
Il ost and found in the vicinity, and other benign disturbances. And then this. . ." He began
readi ng agai n.

"MacLagan al so introduced nme to a farner living at G ove Farmnearby, M. E. M Roberts, who
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affirmed the reputation of the Cairn as a Fairy Mund, insisting that his father had once hired a
| abourer by the nanme of Glim who, returning home one Saumain Eve, espied a Fairy Caval cade
issuing forth fromthe aforenentioned hollow. Directly he hid hinself and, when they had gone,
hastily nmade his way down to the nound which he discovered to be standing open. He entered the
Cairn and found it bright daylight within and hinself in the nidst of a green nmeadow of great
extent wherein other Fairy Fol k were at |abour preparing a banquet. He renmarked to hinself that
the Fair Folk were no longer small, but well above normal stature and beautiful to behold. The
nmost handsonme wonen he had ever seen approached himand offered himto eat of their food, which he
accepted, remarking that he had never in his |ife tasted anything so delicate on the tongue. He
remai ned the whole day with the Fairy Wonen until at sunset the Fairy Riders returned fromtheir
errand and the banquet began, whereupon the prince of the Fair Ones gave hima silver cup of w ne
and a long yell ow coat and asked himif he would stay. The unthinking | abourer replied that he was
expected at honme in the norning, to which the prince observed, 'Then you nust fly at once, ny
friend, lest your secret find you out!' Upon the instant, the Fair Conmpany vani shed in a gol den
mst and Glimfound hinself in a haw horn bush hard beside the Cairn, wearing the yell ow coat and
hol di ng the silver cup which he had been given. Gumused oft tines to display this coat and cup as
a proof of his tale."

At this, the professor closed the book and lifted his cup as one who has driven the last nail into
doubt's coffin. "Wat are you thinking?" | asked, already dreading the answer

"I am thinking your friend Sinon has left our world for the Otherworld."

Though Nettles spoke with sinple frankness, the sick dread | had been holding at bay for the |ast
few days swarnmed over ne at |ast. The room di nmed before ny eyes. The coat... the yellow coat... |
had seen it-and himwho wore it.

"The O herworld," | repeated softly, naming the fear that had pursued ne since Sinon's
di sappearance. | gulped air and forced nyself to stay calm "Explain, please."

"It is obvious that Sinmon manifested a distinct and lively interest in the Oherworld just before
hi s di sappearance.”

"Lively interest-that's all it takes?"

"No," Nettles sipped his tea thoughtfully, "not all. There would have to be sonme sort of ritual."
"There wasn't any ritual," | declared, snatching at the fact with a drowning man's tenacity. "I
wat ched hi m every second, fromthe nonent we reached the cairn to the instant he di sappeared. He
didn't do anything I didn't do. I mean, | sat down on a rock and he just wal ked around the thing
aski ng questions. He was all of a sudden interested in cairns and what was inside-that's true. But
that's all. He just wal ked around it once or twice, looking at it. He only left my sight a couple

ti mes-when he was on the other side of the cairn.”
The professor nerely nodded indul gently. "But that's it. Don't you see it yet?"

"No, | don't see it yet. He didn't do anything | didn't do," | said flatly. | had invested so
heavily in denyi ng what had happened, | suppose | found it necessary to defend nyself to the |ast.

"He wal ked around it! O course, he did. He circled it. But you did not."
"That's right. So?"

The professor clucked his tongue. "Sonmeone has sadly negl ected your education, my boy. You shoul d
know this."

Real i zati on broke |ike clean sunlight through nmy wilful fog. OF course, it was the oldest ritua
of all: sunwise circles. Deosil, the Celts called it. "Sunwise circles,” | said. "You nean sinply
wal ki ng around the cairn a fewtimes in the direction of the sun-that was enough to... you know,
make hi m di sappear ?"

"Precisely," Nettles affirned over the rimof his nug. "Representing the notion of the sun at an
O herworid threshold-at the proper tine and under the proper circunstances, it is a very potent
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ritual."

"Proper tine-like the tine-between-tines?"

"Exactly."
"But we missed it," | conplained. "Sunrise was |ong past by the tinme we got there."
Nettles tapped his teeth with a finger. "Then the day itself. . . O course! Late Cctober, you

sai d: Sanmhain!"

" Par don?"

" Samhai n-you nust have heard of it.

"Yes, I've heard of jt," | adnmtted glumy. Sanmhain-the day in the ancient Celtic cal endar when
the doors to the Gther-world opened wide. "It just didn't occur to ne at the tinme."

"A day fraught with Gtherworid activity. It would have fallen in the third week of M chael mas Term
on the day you viewed the cairn."

By now | was thoroughly distressed and di sgusted. Distressed by Nettles' matter-of-fact assertions
and di sgusted by nmy own ignorance. You' d think after a few years studying this stuff I would have
| ear ned sonet hing, but no-o0-o0-o! "Look, you said you were going to explain everything. So far, you
haven't expl ai ned anything."

Prof essor Nettleton set aside his tea. "Yes, | think | have all the pieces now Listen carefully,
I will explain.”
"First of all, you must understand about the way in which our two worlds are joined together."

"Two worl ds-you nean the Gtherworld and the real worl d?"

"The Otherworld and the manifest world,"” he corrected gently. "Both are equally real, but each
expresses its reality in a different way. They exist in parallel dinensions, | believe sone would
say."

"1"I'l take your word for it."

"Now, then. The two worlds-or dinensions if you prefer-are essentially separate, yet they do
overlap slightly, as they nust. It might help to think about it in terns of islands in the ocean.
As you know, the |and nmass beneath the ocean contains nountains and valleys. Wll, where the
mountain top rises above the water, we call that an island.”

"And the places where the G herworld pokes through into our world-that's the island. Is that it?"
"For the purpose of our anal ogy, yes. It is of course nuch nore conplicated than that."
"OfF course.”

"Now then," the professor continued, "this island, or point of contact, is called a nexus-as

read to you when you first arrived. Among other things, the nexus functions as a portal -a doorway
t hrough which one may pass fromone world into the other and back again. The ancients were well
acquai nted with these portals and marked themin vari ous ways."

"Cairns," | said. "They marked themw th cairns.”

"Cairns, yes. And stone circles, standing stones, nounds, and other enduring nmarkers. \Wenever
t hey discovered a nexus they marked it."

"So that they could travel between the worlds," | said, feeling proud of nyself.

But Nettles was not inpressed. "Never! Ch, no. Quite the contrary, in fact. They marked the
doorways so that people would stay away fromthem nuch the sane way as we mght mark thin ice or
qui cksand. Danger! Keep out!" The professor shook his head. "This is why they used such |arge
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stones and built these structures to endure-they wanted to warn not only nen of their own tineg,
but generations yet unborn."

"I"'mnot sure | follow, " | confessed.

"But it is very sinple," Nettles insisted. "The ancients wanted these places to be distinguished
clearly because they understood that it is very dangerous for the unwary to venture into the

Q herworid unprepared. Only the true initiate my pass between the worlds safely. Stories abound
of unsuspecting travelers stunbling into the Gherworld or encountering & herworldly beings. These
stories served to warn the unprepared not to venture into the unknown."

"But Sinon was unprepared,” | pointed out.

"So he was," Nettles agreed. "But there is nmore. | very much fear that there is a far greater
danger involved. A peril which threatens us all."

Geat. Really great. "Wat sort of peril?"

"Unless | amgreatly mistaken, | fear the plexus has becone highly unstable. It may al ready be too
late. "

Chapter 9

The Endl ess Knot

"Pl exus? As in solar plexus?"

Crazy old Nettles clucked his tongue disapprovingly. "You weren't paying attention, were you? You
didn't hear a word | said when | was reading to you."

"Sorry, | was a little preoccupied."
"I will explain once nore," he sighed. "Please try to concentrate."
"I''"ll do ny best." | centered nmy gaze on Nettles' round, owish face, so as not to be distracted-

and found nyself wondering if he ever conbed his hair. Hs gl asses needed cl eani ng, too.
"The nexus, as we have established, is the connecting point between the two worlds. Yes?"
"Yes."

"Now then, the plexus is the fabric of their interconnection. For, the two worlds are not sinply
joined, but woven together." He interlaced the fingers of both hands by way of explanation. He
spun round and snatched a scrap of paper fromone of the stacks on the floor. "Recognize this?" he
asked.

| looked at the paper and saw a pen-and-ink representation of a distinctive intertw ned | acework
of Celtic design: two colored bands skillfully, dizzily, interwoven; two separate |ines, yet so
cunningly conceived it was inpossible to tell where one left off and the other began. "Sure," |

told him "It's the Endless Knot. Probably fromthe Book of Kells, 1'd say."

"Not fromthe Kells, but close," Nettles replied. "It is froma Celtic cross on the Isle of |ona
Surely, you've made your way to lona, M. Qullies?"

To avoid disclosing the appalling shallowness of ny education, | replied with a question of ny
own. "What does the Endl ess Knot have to do with all this nexus-plexus stuff?"

"l submit to you that it is a graphic illustration of the plexus. The Celts of old never tired of
producing it. For them the design represented the essential nature of earthly existence. Two
bands-this world and the O herworid- entw ned in dynam c, noving harmony, each band dependant upon
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the other, and each conplinmenting and conpleting the other."

| gazed at the famliar design, following with ny eyes the intricate patterns of |oops and whorls
and over-and-under crossings. "So that's a pl exus, huh?"

"Yes," replied Nettles. "That is the plexus. In our analogy of the island, if you recall, the

pl exus is the shore of the island. The shore is neither conpletely land, nor is it all sea. The
shore is that territory which bounds the island and separates the sea fromthe land, but is part
of both. When you stand on the shore anpong the waves you are effectively in both places at once-
you have a foot in both worlds, as it were."

"The ancient Celts revered the shore as a sacred place."

"Ah-ha! You didn't sleep through all your lectures?" Nettles cracked; and | reflected how poorly
sarcasm suited him

"Not all of them no," |I nmuttered. "As | understand it, the Celts venerated all sorts of plexus-
type things: the seashore, dawn, dusk, the edge of the forest-anything that was neither here nor
there, so to speak."

Nettl es nodded approvingly. "Quite right. Still, we have been speaking of the Ot herworld and the
mani fest world as quite separate places. The ancient Celts, however, made no such distinction; nor
did they distinguish between the 'real’ and the '"imaginary.' The naterial and the spiritual were
not separate or self-limted states: both were equally manifest at all tines.

"For exanple, an oak grove might be an oak grove, or it mght be the home of a god-or both
simul t aneously. Such was their way of |ooking at the universe. And it inspired a great

appreci ation and respect for all created things. A respect born of a deep and abiding belief. The
concept of one object or entity being sonehow nore real, sinply because it possessed a nateria
presence, would not have occurred to them

"Interestingly, it is only nodern man who nmakes such rash distinctions. And havi ng made the
distinction, he then calls the non-material universe 'unreal,' and therefore uninportant and
unworthy of his regard. Children, on the other hand, do not discrinmninate between the naterial and
the non-material in this way. They can tell the difference, of course, but do not feel the need to
assign relative value to one over against the other. Mich like the Celts of old, children sinply
accept the existence of both real ns-opposite sides of the selfsanme coin, you see?"

"COkay, so where does that |eave us?" | was beginning to grow a little inpatient with all this
phi | osophi zi ng.

"I amconming to that," said Nettles, in a tone that suggested he was not to be rushed. "Now, then
whil e the nexus exists as a physical reality-albeit an invisible one, unless marked by a standing
stone or a cairn, or whatever - the plexus does not exist in the sane way. It is, let us say, nore
the harmony created by the bal ance of the two worlds. Are you with ne?"

"Barely," | admitted. "But do go on."

"Listen carefully. This is the crucial part: when the bal ance between the two worlds is upset, the
harnony-the plexus itself, that is-becones unstable. Like a strip of woven cloth, it unravels. Do
you see?"

I took an inpetuous |eap. "Unstable plexus equals cosnic chaos and catastrophe-is that what you're
driving at?"

"Essentially, yes." The professor rose and busied hinself in a corner of the room "In the light
of this, it therefore becones a matter of ultimate inportance first to discover what has upset the
bal ance, and then to set it right. O herwi se. " H's voice trailed off as he began rummagi ng

t hr ough boxes.

"Qtherwi se what?" | pronpted

He gazed into the air for a few nmonents and then said, "I greatly fear the O herworid will be
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irretrievably lost to us."
"But | thought you said this was serious."

"It is serious,"” Professor Nettleton naintained. "I nyself can think of nothing nore serious that
could befall humanity." He crossed to the other side of the room opened a closet door and began
stuffing things into a faded canvas rucksack

"Wl |, how about nucl ear hol ocaust? How about Al DS? How about war and pestil ence and fani ne?"

"Those things are nenacing, to be sure," Nettles allowed, taking up a tube of toothpaste. "But
they do not threaten humanity at its very pith and core."

"I, for one, happen to think the prospect of being blasted to a thinbleful of glowing protons is
pretty darn threatening to nmy pith and core. | can think of one or two others who would back nme up
on that."

Nettl es waved t he observation aside with the toothbrush he was brandi shing. "Death is death, M.
Gllies. It has existed since nman was born, and will continue until the end of time. It is, after
all, part of life. Disease, pestilence, fanm ne, and war, |ikew se. They are all the same in that
respect-part of human existence.”

"Spoken like a true acadenmic. Here you are, snug in your little cocoon; the real world never
touches you. How do you know anyt hi ng about-"

"Allow ne to finish!" he snapped, shaking the toothbrush at nme. "You are speaki ng of sonething
about whi ch you know not hi ng! Less than not hi ng"

My head ached and ny eyeballs were dry and watery at the same tine. | was tired and confused, and
not in the nood to get yelled at. "I"'msorry. Go on, |I'mlistening."

The professor turned again to the closet and brought out a heavy wool cardi gan. "Sonetinmes
wonder why | bother!"”

"Please," | coaxed. "I nean it. |'ll behave."

He was quiet for a nonment, staring at the cardigan. "Wat difference does a Japanese vase make?"
he asked unexpectedly.

" Par don?"

"Or a Renbrandt painting, Lewis? O a Tennyson poem what difference do they nake to us? | am
asking you for an answer."

Nuts. The man was utterly nutters. "I don't know," | shrugged. "Art, beauty-stuff l|ike that.
can't say, exactly."

Nettl es bl ew out his cheeks and huffed in derision, rolled up the garnent and stuffed it into the
pack. "If Renbrandt's paintings and Tennyson's poens suddenly ceased to exist, the world would be
the poorer, certainly. But there are other paintings, other poems. Correct?"

"Sure."

"Ahh! But what if beauty itself ceased to exist?" he asked. "What if beauty-the very idea of
beauty-ceased to exist?" He puffed out his cheeks. "Wy, ten thousand years of hunman thought and
progress would be instantly obliterated. The human race woul d have | ost one of its prinary
endownents-the ability to see, value, and create beauty. W woul d descend to the |evel of the
animal s."

"Granted," | agreed.

"Very well." He brought OQut a pair of |Iong wool socks, which he held up to check for holes. "Apart
from pl easure, beauty al so kindles imagination, hope, and encouragenent. |f beauty ceased to exi st
we would, in a very real sense, cease to exist-for we would no | onger be who we are.”
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"I'mfamliar with the theory,"” | put in defensively.

"Good. W will continue." He folded the socks and shoved theminto the pack, brought out another
pair, frowned and tossed them back into the drawer. "Now, then, inportant as the idea of beauty
is, the OGherwrld is a thousand tines nore so. And its | oss would be that nuch nore devastating.”

Qoops! Sharp turn. Lost me again. "This is the part I'mhaving trouble with," | said, breaking in.

"Because you're not using your head, M. Gllies!" the professor bellowed. He reached into the
cl oset, brought out a thick-soled wal king shoe and pointed it at ne. "Think!"

"I amthinking! I'msorry, but | just don't get it.

"Then listen carefully,” Nettles said with tired patience. "If you think of the Oherworid as a
repository-a place of safe-keeping, a storehouse or treasury-of this world's archetypal inmagery..
" He must have seen fromthe frown on ny face that he was | osing ne again, because he stopped.

"I"'mtrying, professor. But I'ma little fuzzy on this archetypal inagery storehouse stuff. It
sounds Jungi an. "

"Forget Jung," Nettles adnoni shed, placing the shoe on the desk and turning the whole of his
attention on ne. | sat up straight and tried to pay attention

"Around AD 865, an Irish philosopher by the nanme of Johannes Scorns Erigena proposed a doctrine
whi ch concei ved of the natural world as a nanifestation of God in four separate aspects, or

di scernnents-that is, distinct divisions which are nonethel ess contained in the singularity of
God." He raised his eyebrows. "Anyone at honme?"

"I'"'mhere," | muttered. "Barely."

"Erigena' s doctrine recognized God as the sole Creator, Sustainer, and True Source of all that
exists-this is the first of God's aspects. Secondly, Erigena recognized a sort of Supernature, a
separate, invisible other nature, wherein reside all prinordial ideas, forces, and archetypes-the
Form of forns,as he called it-fromwhich all earthly or natural forms derived."

"The Gtherworld,"™ | rmurnured.

"Precisely," confirmed the professor with relief. "The nmeat of the matter," he continued, "is

that, for human beings, the Gherworid perfornms several crucial functions.

You might say that it informs and instructs our world in certain inportant |essons, nostly having
to do with human existence."

"I't supplies the nmeaning of life," | volunteered shakily.

"No," Professor Nettleton said. He pulled off his glasses, peered through them and replaced them
"That is a common ni sunderstandi ng, however. The Ot herworld does not supply the nmeaning of life.
Rat her, the Ot herworid describes being alive. Life, inall its glory-warts and all, so to speak

The OGtherworl d provides neani ng by exanple, by exhibition, by illustration if you will. Do you see
the difference?

"Through the O herworid we learn what it is to be alive, to be human: good and evil, heart-break
and ecstasy, victory and defeat, everything. It is all contained in the treasury, you see. The
O herworid is the storehouse of archetypal life inmagery-it is the wellspring of all our dreans,

you m ght say."

"But | thought you said the Otherworld exists as an actual place,"” | pointed out, returning to an
earlier point.

"It does," he replied, reaching into the closet for the other shoe, "but its existence in
actuality is secondary to its existence as a concept, a netaphor, if you |like, which inforns,
enriches, and illum nates our own world." He peered into the shoe as if |ooking for elves.
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"Really, I"'mnot stupid,"” |I insisted. "But |'mstruggling here."

"W see our own world," Nettles explained patiently, "in large part only by the light cast upon it
fromthe Gherworld." He placed the shoe next to its mate on the desk, turned, and stared into the
closet as if it were the entrance to the Oherworid. "I ask you, Lewis," he continued abruptly,

"where does one first learn loyalty? O honor? O any higher value, for that matter?"

"Such as beauty?" | asked, dragging up his previous point.

"Very well," he agreed, "such as beauty-the beauty of a forest, let us say. Were does one |learn
to value the beauty of a forest and to revere it?"

"I'n nature?" | gave the nobst obvious answer, which was npbst obvi ously w ong.

"Not at all. This can easily be proven by the fact that so many anong us do not revere the forests
at all-do not even see them in fact. You know the people | amtal king about. You have seen them
and their works in the world. They are the ones who rape the |and, who cut down the forests and
despoi |l the oceans, who oppress the poor and tyrannize the helpless, who live their lives as if
not hi ng | ay beyond the horizon of their own linmited earth-bound visions." He paused a nonent and
recol l ected. "But | digress. The question before us is this: where does one first learn to see a
forest as a thing of beauty, to honor it, to hold it dear for its own sake, to recognize its true
value as a forest, and not just see it as a source of tinber to be exploited, or a barrier to be
hacked down in order to nake room for a notorway?"

I knew what answer he wanted, and said it just to make him happy. "The O herworl d?"
"Yes, the Gtherworid."
My brain hurt. "How," | asked al nost desperately, "is this so?"

The professor brought out a wide |eather belt and began threading it through the | oops of his
corduroy trousers. "It is so because the nere presence of the Gtherworid kindles in us the spark

of higher consciousness, or inagination. It is the stories and tales and visions of the O herworid-
that magi cal, enchanted |and just beyond the walls of the manifest worl d-which awaken and expand
in hunan beings the very notions of beauty, of reverence, of |Iove and nobility, and all the higher
virtues. The O herworld is the Formof forns, the storehouse, yes? The archetypes reside there,

you see

"A fellow | ecturer once asked ne, 'How can you see a real forest if you have never seen a fairy
forest?” Well? | ask you the sane thing."

Remar kably, this nade sense to me. O perhaps | had parted with ny senses altogether. "Because the
O herworl d exists, we can see our owmn world for what it is," | said, alnost panting with the
effort.

"And for nore than what it is,"” Nettles added, buckling the belt. "That is very inportant. For it
is chiefly by virtue of the existence of the herworid that we recognize the ultinate val ue of
this one-a value which extends far beyond its literal elenments."

"In the same way as the value of a forest extends beyond the value of the logs it produces?"
suggest ed hopeful ly.

"Very good, Lewis." Nettles seened pleased. "You re making progress.”

"Yeah, well, couldn't we do that by ourselves? Couldn't we recognize the value of this forest or
what ever, whether the Gtherworld existed or not? | nean, couldn't we just inmagine it all?"

"God al one might. Human beings are not so gifted to create ex nihilo, out of nothing." | watched,
unconpr ehendi ng, as the professor began unbuttoning his shirt. "No, human creations nust be
grounded in sonething actual, however elusive and subtle." He raised an adnonitory finger. "Be
assured, we do not cone by this know edge-this consci ousness of higher things-naturally, M.
Gllies. W mnmust be taught. And the O herworid is the principal instrument of our instruction.”
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He discarded his shirt, w thdrew another fromthe closet, began to put it on. The physi que beneath
was conpact and remarkably fit.

"Fine," | said, "but what has it to do with this-this cosm c catastrophe you were tal ki ng about
earlier?"

"I thought that woul d have been sel f-evident.'
trousers.

He tucked the dangling shirt-tails into his

"Not tonme it isnt."

"Dear boy, anything which threatens the Gtherworid threatens this world. It is as sinple as that."
He took up the backpack and placed it beside the door. Then he retrieved the hiking shoes fromhis
desk and brought themto the chair opposite nme. "Wen the Form of forns becones corrupted, our
world and all that is in it becones corrupted at the root."

Good golly, this was tough going. | sucked a deep breath, |owered ny head, and sl ogged on. "Al
respect, Nettles, but | still don't get it. Howhowis the Gtherworid threatened? This pl exus
thing-you said it has becone unstable, or is unraveling. Wiat does that nean? Wat is this al
about ?"

"In sinmplest terms,"” replied Nettles, stuffing his feet into the shoes, "the O herwrld is |eaking
through into this one.”

"And this world is |leaking through into the herworid. That's bad, right?"

"Catastrophic.”" Nettles pursed his |ips as he |l aced the right shoe. "A breach has opened between
the worl ds and anything may stunbl e through.”

"Anyt hing-like an aurochs? O a Green Man.. . ?" At last | understood. | felt ny stonach tighten
It was true. Al of it. True.

"The aurochs, the Green Man," Nettles echoed gently, "the wolf in Turl Street, and who knows what
el se?"

"Simon? Did he stunble through?”
"I think it likely, don't you?"

I pondered all he had said, desperately trying to take it all in. But there was too nmuch; | bowed
before Nettles' superior intellect and abandoned nyself to his judgrment. "Well, okay, so what
happens now?"

"l think we nust have a look at that cairn of yours, M. Gllies."

Another trip to Scotland. Super. On the whole, however, jaunting up to Carnwood Farm seened a | ot
more fun than regaling an angry CGeoffrey Rawnson with a cockeyed tal e about prehistoric oxen and
fairy nounds. "Sounds good," | agreed. "Wen do we |eave?"

"At once. |'m packed." He indicated the backpack beside the door
"I''"ll have to go back to ny roonms and collect a few things,"
| said.

"That won't be necessary," the professor said. "Wat you have will suffice." He stepped to his
cl oset and withdrew a spare toothbrush and wash cloth which he stuffed into the pack. "There," he
declared, "we're ready to go."

Chapter 10
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The Ser bi an

The train from Oxford to Edi nburgh left half an hour late, and packed end to end and wall to wal
with Oxford United devotees. | have nothing against British Rail-only that they let all the wong
sort of people ride on their trains. | don't suppose it's BRs fault, but it makes travelling by
rail so tatty. At the end of four or five hours one would have been hard pressed to illustrate the
di f ference between a second-class coach and a cattlecar. Woever esteenmed the serving of al coho

to football hooligans in close confinenent a good idea ought to be forced to endure a six-hour
sojourn with the inebriate consequence.

By the time we reached Birnmingham | had pretty nuch had ny fill of enpty Skél |ager cans and
rousi ng football songs. "'Ere we go! 'Ere we go! 'Ere we go!" can only divert a body for so |ong,
I find, and then the lyric begins to pall

"Just once," | nurrmured wistfully, "I would like to travel first class. | think I'mready for
that."
At Birm nghamthe footballers cleared out, however, and we had the coach to ourselves. | tried to

read a newspaper soneone had | eft behind, but the words kept junping around and | couldn't nake
sense of what | read. So | gave up and | ooked out the window at the drab countryside racing by in
a dull blur outside. It was as if the focus knob had gone on the fritz and the picture was al
screwed up-col or drained away and i mage reeling by recklessly. A world sliding sideways out of
control

This is how it begins, | thought, and remenbered Sinon's inpassioned harangue in the car the night
bef ore he vani shed. Perhaps he was nore sensitive than | gave himcredit for. He felt it-felt the
distress in his soul. | didn't, not then at any rate. But | was beginning to feel sonething: if

not the distress, then fear
| closed ny eyes on such unconfortable thoughts and went to sleep

In due course, the train arrived in Edinburgh. W retrieved our |uggage and stepped onto the
platform It was cold. The air snelled of diesel oil and Casey Jones' hanburgers.

We tranped up the stairs to the shopping precinct above Waverly Station platformand jostled our
way through throngs of cheerless shoppers. | noticed the spark and glitter of Christnas
decorations in the shops and reflected that | would have to get sone cards sent out before the
rush. This tine of year it could take three weeks for a holiday greeting to reach the States.

Last Christmas Sinon had invited me home with him but then cancelled at the |ast mnute because
Aunt Tootie had cone down with the ague and his sister and her fiancé had gone to |biza and his
nmot her had vol unteered to produce the village pantom nme and the staff had been given the hols off
and the whole famlial frolic had gone quite sour. So | ended up spending a rainy Christmas al one
in my room The thought nade ne sad.

Nettles hailed us a taxi. Edinburgh castle, cold and forbidding on its high rock, |ooned over us,
eerily lit against the dark night sky. W piled into the taxi and the professor gave the driver
the address of a guest house he knew.

"I nexpensi ve, but clean. And the food is good. You'll like it," he prom sed.

| didn't care if the place was filthy, cost a fortune, and the food was served by six-foot tal
cockroaches. | just didn't care. | was tired and sore oppressed by all the vexing thoughts Nettles
had put into ny head. All | wanted was to craw into bed and forget everything.

The cab pulled up outside a narrow house, part of the sweeping arc of Carlton Terrace. A neon sign
over the door formed the words "Cal edon House." A sign in the window inforned us that it was a
Private Hotel, a term| have al ways considered slightly self-contradictory.

The professor and | clinbed out of the car and assenbl ed oursel ves on the wal k outside the guest
house. "Ah, yes. Just as | renenber it. Let's go in," he said. "Mssus Dalrynple will be expecting
us. "
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| hesitated. "Nettles?" | asked. "Wat happens next?"

"Dinner, | hope. I'mfam shed,"” he replied. "I could eat an aurochs."
Cute. It was good to see that at | east one of us had retained a sense of hunor. "I didn't nean
dinner," | said, somewhat testily.

"W will check in first,"” the professor said, rubbing his hands eagerly. "Then we wll take
oursel ves along to the Serbian."

The Serbi an? What sort of restaurant was that?

"What sort of restaurant is this?" | demanded.

We stood outside a blank-faced brick building in the warehouse district. There was no w ndow, no
sign, no Egon Ronay plaque or VISA sticker on the exterior of the dour edifice to indicate that it
was an eating establishment of any kind, |et alone announce the fact to the world. A solitary

I ightbul b gl owed under a rusted shade above a weat hered wooden door. The doorknob was brass,

bl ackened with age and use. On the doorpost was painted the nunber seventy-seven, one seven above
the other, in white.

"Are you sure you've got the right address?" | asked, glancing along the dark street at our taxi's
dwindling tail lights.

"Yes, this is the place,"” Nettles replied-none too certainly, it seened to ne. He rapped on the
door with his knuckles, and we waited.

"I don't think there's anyone here, professor," | pointed out. "Maybe we should go somewhere
el se. ™

"So inpatient. Relax," the professor suggested. "You'll like this, Lewis. You need this."

He pounded on the door again, with the palmof his hand this tine. Sonewhere a cat yowed as it

pounced over its long-tailed dinner. | could hear the wail of tires on the nearby overpass as the
juggernauts sped towards the Forth Bridge somewhere in the dark distance. W waited. It was cold
and growi ng col der. W would have to do sonething soon, or |, For one, would fall asleep and
freeze to death on the warehouse doorstep. | was about to recommend we take our business

el sewhere, when | heard a faint scratching on the other side of the door

The door creaked open a crack. A bright dark eye surveyed us for a nonent, whereupon the door was
instantly flung back nd a bearded giant |urched out at us, bellow ng, "Professor!"

| stepped swiftly back, throwing ny hands before ne. But he poor professor was seized by this
enornous man and rushed in a spine-poppi ng enbrace. He hollered sonething nd the giant holl ered
back. Then he began kissing Nettles in both cheeks. Were are the police when you need then?

The great hulk rel eased Nettles and, to my astonishnment, he professor was not badly mainmed. He

turned to nme, straightening his coat and grinning. "Conme here, Lewis, |I'll Lntroduce you to our
host ! "
| sidled cautiously closer. The giant thunped hinself on his vast chest and said, "I am Dei nps!

How do you do?" He thrust a massive hand at ne.

"dad to neet you, Deinobs,"” | said tentatively, watching ny own hand di sappear into his fist.

Dei nos was all of seven feet tall and solid as a Volvo tractor. A beard, thick, black, wld, and
curly, wapped the entire lower part of his face and spilled down his neck. He wore ol d-fashi oned
farmer's bib overalls and a plaid flannel shirt-the top two buttons of which would never neet
their buttonholes. His hair, also gleaning black, forned a mane whi ch was caught up and bound at
the neck in a stubby queue. H's eyes were lively and his smle wi de and wel com ng.
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He was not satisfied with shaking hands. He grabbed ne and crushed ne to him as if | were an only
son who had been lost since birth. | felt my shoul derbi ades conpressed and pummrel ed under his

wel comi ng thunps. At |east he didn't kiss ne as he kissed the professor, so |I counted nyself
fortunate to escape with mnor contusions.

Nettles and the giant began chattering in sonething closely resenbling a foreign | anguage, and we
wer e whi sked inside all at once, just scooped in with one of Deinbs' massive arnmns.

The interior of the building suited its gigantic occupant. It was an enpty warehouse. Unlit,

virtually unfurni shed and, fromwhat | could tell, unheated. In fact, it was |largely untroubled by
creature conforts of any description. Deinos retrieved a candle froma table inside the door and
led us along a narrow runner of ornate flowered carpet. | peered into the distance and saw,

illum ned by candlelight, a curious assenblage of castoffs thrown together in the niddle of the
enpty space.

Cl oser, the mélange of junk turned out to be one long table with benches on either side, and two
smal ler tables with chairs all around. Behind the tables rose a Persian carpet, draped like a
col l apsed tapestry over a lopsided frane. The carpet formed a wall, and several perforated wooden
screens fornmed partitions. An absolutely manmoth oil painting of the Jacobite rebellion hung down
fromthe ceiling on wres.

A stuffed noosehead decked one of the partitions, and a fake nedieval shield made of spray-painted
tin graced another. A well-preserved piano sat nearby, on which a large portrait of the Queen held
pride of place.

There were flowers everywhere. Flowers in baskets, flowers in urns, flowers in vases and jars and
jugs, cut flowers and potted flowers, fountains of flowers, cascades of flowers on every avail able
surface. In and anmong the flowers, | nade out people actually eating at a |l ong table; four of

them They glanced warily at us, speaking in hushed tones, as Deinbs ushered us in.

Qur gi ant host placed us at the opposite end of the long table, a good ten yards away fromhis
other guests. "I saved this for you," he said, as if he had reserved, against all corners, the
best seats in the house especially for us. "Be pleased to sit down." Hi s voice booned |like that of
an A ynmpian god in the enpty space. | |lowered nyself onto a bench on one side of the table,
Nettl es sat across fromne, and Dei nbs snmacked a vase of flowers down between us.

Then he di sappeared, hunming | oudly.

"It's a fascinating place," Nettles said, pushing the vase aside. "Uterly unique."

"Yeah," | said, peering around. "Loads of atnmosphere. How did you find it?"

"A friend introduced ne. One nust be introduced-initiated you nmght say." He smiled nysteriously.

Dei nos appeared out of the gloomw th a crockery pitcher and two filmy glasses. He threw the
gl asses before us and splashed a frothy red liquid into them Wne? An exploratory sip confirned
my suspi cion.

Prof essor Nettleton raised his glass. "Sidinte!" he chortl ed.
To which | replied, "Cheers!"

I don't know a | ot about wine, but the stuff in nmy glass was wet and fruity, with just a spicy
hint of cinnanon in the nose.

The deep-hued liquid tingled on nmy tongue and its warnth spread through ne. "Not bad," | all owed.
"Uh, where are the nenus?"

"Deinmos will serve what he thinks we will enjoy,’
he has found in the nmarkets today."

Nettl es explained. "It depends |argely on what

As if answering the professor's remark, our whale of a headwaiter appeared with two big brass
bow s in his hands. One bow held a greeni sh nush, over which oil and papri ka had been drizzl ed,
and the other sonething swathed in a towel. "Bul akki!" he announced, and left.
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Nettl es unw apped the towel to reveal a nound of warmflatbread. He withdrew a piece, tore off a
hunk and passed the remai ning portion to ne. The professor dipped the bread into the oily nmush and
scooped up a big glob. He popped it into his nouth, closed his eyes and chewed.

"Food of the gods," he declared rapturously. "Do try some, Lew s."

| dabbed a bit of the stuff on a corner of bread and touched it to my tongue-and found it very
tasty indeed. At |east we wouldn't starve. The bread was good, too-yeasty, buttery, with a
slightly rubbery texture that suggested flour-dusted mai dens kneadi ng dough in troughs and singing
I usty baki ng songs.

We tore bread, dipped bread and ate bread, and drank our good dark wine, and |, for one, was
di sappoi nted when the bottom of the bow began show ng through the bul akki. This hardship proved
short-1lived, however, for Deinbs appeared at just the right monent with a platter of sal ad.

I think it was a salad. It nmight have been another floral arrangenent. "Do we eat it or adnire
it?"

"Both," replied Nettles, reaching for a fistful of ripe olives. "You' ve no idea how | have mi ssed
this place. It is years since |'ve been here. | just had to conme again."

The professor set to with a will. He ooohed over the olives, and ahhhed over the artichoke hearts.
The fuss he nade over the marinated beets and bul gar wheat was not to be believed.

Nettl es was enjoying himself so rmuch, it made me laugh just to see him O nmaybe it was the w ne.
Anyway, it felt good. | had not |aughed like that in a long tine. A very long tine.

In the midst of this hilarity, Deinps appeared once nore, bearing two heavy brass platters-one on
either arm These he placed before us with a genuine flourish of pride. "Eat, ny friends!" he
comanded. "Eat and be satisfied! Enjoy!"

On the neat platter, there was chicken, | think. And nost of a duck, maybe. Part of a pig,
certainly-or a goat. | don't know what roast goat |ooks like, so it may well have been goat. O
| anb. And there were birds! Wiol e cooked birds-conplete with tiny little birdy feet and beaks
sticking out. And there were sone neaty joints of sonmething else, | don't know what.

Anong the various neat portions there were bowl s of sauces and condi ments: creany, sweet-flavored
bal ms, and singe-the-hair-in-your-nose liquid flane-throwers; astringent herbal unctions, and
soot hing aromatic bl ends. The discovery process turned into a culinary adventure.

The vegetable platter was no |l ess enigmatic. There were piles of potatoes and mounds of rice-these
were the only fanmiliars of nmy acquai ntance, and even these had been boiled in a spice-laden |iquor
whi ch rendered them unspeakably alien. Bul b-shaped tubers held center stage, boiled in nectar |
guess, for they were anong the sweetest objects | have ever put in ny nouth. There were severa
bowl s of concoctions that | ooked and tasted |ike curries, each highly seasoned and spi ced, but
each distinct and peculiar in its owm way. And all equally enjoyable.

We ate and tal ked and drank and ate and talked, filling the vast dark sanctuary of the warehouse
with our ebullience and fellowship. Qur nmeal was nade nore jovial, nore exuberant, nore cheerfu
and carefree, by the sinple lack of plates or utensils. W ate fromthe platters with our hands,
licking our digits Iike naughty school boys. Professor Nettleton showed nme which hand to use, the
proper way to hold ny fingers, and | becane, if only for the space of an evening, a sultan and
potentate of exotic men

At | ast-too soon-Dei nbs appeared to clear away the debris. He brought a plate of flat al nond

bi scuits and a | arge bow of oranges. And he brought an urn of oily black scalding Iiquid which he
said was coffee. W peel ed oranges, and sipped the coffee fromtiny porcelain cups hardly I|arger
than thinbles. Alas, | felt the blissful glow of nmy inebriation dissipating in the bracing surge
of strong coffee.

| 1 ooked down the table to discover that the other diners had gone. | did not renenber them
| eaving. But we were alone at the table all the sanme. Wien Deinpbs canme to refill the coffee urn
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the professor bade himsit with us. He brought hinmself a chair, took a cup-ni nuscul e between
enornous thunb and forefinger-and sipped delicately.

"Deinps," Nettles said, "your food is, as ever, worthy of kings-of the gods thensel ves! | cannot
t hi nk when | have enjoyed a neal nore."

"I't was fabulous," | added, languidly lifting a segnent of orange to nmy nmouth. "I may never eat
again, but it was nagnificent. And these oranges are delicious!"

Dei nos, inspired by our praise, toasted us with coffee, raising his dinky cup and saying, "To
friends! Life belongs to those who |Iove, and where love reigns is man truly king!"

A strange toast, but | heartily concurred with the sentinent. Then he and the professor rem nisced
about old tinmes; their friendship went way back. Wen this ritual had been observed, our host
asked, "Wy have you cone to ne this night?"

"W are wayfarers on a journey, Deinps. W required nourishnent for our bodies and our souls,"
Nettl es answered happily. "You have served both gloriously."

Dei nos nodded gravely, as if he understood all about the needs of wayfarers and their souls. "It
is my happiness to serve you," he said, in a voice solem and | ow.

And then our strange, wonderful evening was over. W rose, bade good-night to our host, and were
led to the entrance by candlelight. Deinos held the door for us, placed a huge, heavy hand on our
heads, and bl essed us as we passed before him "My God go with you on your journey, ny wayfaring
friends. A thousand angels go before you; a thousand prayers for your return. Peace! Good-night."

Stepping out into the night, we stood for a nmonent huddl ed under the | anp before striking out to
find a taxi. As we turned to nove away, the weathered door opened once nore. Deinos ducked his
head beneath the lintel and held out a white paper bag. "Please," he said to ne. "For you."

| accepted the bag and opened it. "Thanks," | said sinply. "Thanks."

Qur genial giant bobbed his head and ducked quickly back inside. "Oranges,"” | told Nettles,
reaching into the bag and bringing out a bright globe for his inspection. "He gave nme oranges,"
said, alittle enbarrassed by the nan's peculiar |argess.

"What an extraordinary place."” Tucking the bag under nmy arm | fell into step beside Nettles. "You
brought ne there on purpose, didn't you?"

"I thought you needed a night out."
"That's not what | nean," | said. "Wat was the point?"
"Nourishment, Lewis."

"Food for the journey-is that it?"

The professor only smled and strolled away, hunming to hinself. | followed, too full of food and
too sleepy to do anything other than let nmy feet fall where they woul d. Once, as we wal ked al ong a
pitch-black street, | glanced up into the sky and saw a spray of stars, fiercely bright in the

clear, cold air. The sight alnbst took ny breath away. Wen had | ever seen a sky so vivid and
alive?

Chapter 11

The Crossing

Getting to Carnwood Farm proved tedious, but not difficult.
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There was, it turned out, a train service from Edinburgh to Inverness, fromlnverness to Nairn,
and a bus fromMNairn to the MIls of Airdrie. W could walk fromthere to the cairn.

It was after four in the afternoon, and already dark, when we reached Nairn on the Mray Firth.

W stayed the night at a bed-and-breakfast place overl ooking the sandy sweep of the bay. After a
rousi ng breakfast of kippers, porridge, scranbled eggs, oatcakes, and coffee, provided by our

pl unmp and fastidious | andl ady, we bundl ed ourselves along to the bus stop in the town square. At
ten past eleven in the norning, a maroon bus rolled up; we boarded and rode to the MIIs of
Airdrie. The driver dropped us off at the Carnwood Farm road; we stood beside the weathered sign
and the bus runbled on.

We wal ked through rich farm and, dusted now with a white powdering of w ndbl own snow. The day was
cold and nmisty, the wind crisp out of the north. A day to stay indoors by a fire. W spoke little.
The professor seened preoccupied with his thoughts, so | did not disturb him

The chill silence unnerved nme. It seenmed as if we were trespassing, intruding in forbidden | ands.
The thick Scottish m st made everything appear broody and unearthly, and every step carried us
deeper into this alien place.

Presently, the road | ed dowmn and we descended into the small valley, arriving again at the stone
bri dge across the neandering Findhorn river. W crossed the bridge, continuing on into Darnaway
Forest. The woods were quiet. The trees seemed sunk into wi nter hibernation

Car nwood Farm appeared exactly as | had last seen it. The close-clustered buildings, the fields,
and the broken, npbss-grown tower beside the farmhouse-all exactly as before. This tine, however,

it seemed that the air of enptiness and abandonment | had noticed before clung nore heavily to the
place. In this serene and secluded part of the world, the silence was al nost oppressive-a physica
force gripping the Iand, choking off all sound. Even froma distance | could tell that the Grants
were not at hone.

Nettl es insisted on knocking at the door, just in case. But no one answered; Robert and Mdrag were
el sewhere. So we continued on our way to the cairn, following the deep-rutted farmroad across the
conpact hills. As before, we net no one on the road-until we arrived at the gate |leading to the
field and gl en which contained the cairn. And there, where Sinon had parked his car, sat a gray
van with the initials S MA lettered on the side, and sone kind of |ogo.

Upon seeing the van, the professor stopped in his tracks. "Wat is it? Wat's the matter?"
asked.

Nettles turned and | ooked across the field towards the glen. "Is the cairn down there?"

"Yes," | told him "It's just there-where you see the tops of those trees." | pointed out the line
of treetops just visible above the broad flank of the hillside. "Do you wan-"

"Listen!" snapped Nettl es.

"What? | don't hear anything."

"Quick! We don't want to be seen!"

"I don't hear anything," | protested. "Are you sure?"

"Hurry!" Nettles began running back along the road to a small rise where a stand of trees
overlooked it. | followed reluctantly and joined the professor on hands and knees, peering at the
road frombehind a | arge ash tree.

| squatted beside him listened for a nonment, and deci ded we were being overly skittish. | was
about to say so when | heard the soft burr of a car's engine and wheels on gravel. | rose up to
| ook at the road bel ow us. The professor grabbed ny wist and yanked hard.

"CGet down!" he rasped. "Don't let them see you!"

| slunped down beside him "Wy are we hiding?"
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The sound of the vehicle grew |l ouder and then | saw it on the road bel ow, not nore than fifty
yards from us-a standard-|ooking, gray van, with the same logo painted in white on the side: a
representation of the earth with rings radiating outward fromit like ripples or enmanating

vi brations. Beneath the logo were the letters S MA

"Down! " rasped the professor as the second van rolled to a stop behind the first.

Two nmen clinbed out of the vehicle, passed through the gate, and struck off across the field
towards the glen. W watched themuntil they were out of sight.

"Well, they're gone. Now what?" | asked.
Nettl es shook his head gravely. "This is not good."
"Why? Who were they?"

"For many years, different groups have been pursuing the secrets of the cairns and rings and stone
circles, attenpting to force entry into the herworld. The nmen we just saw belong to such a
group, and a very dangerous one at that: the Society of Metaphysical Archaeol ogists.”

"You're joking." | would have |laughed if Nettles had not been so serious. "Metaphysica
ar chaeol ogi sts, is that what you said?"

"They are scientists, for the nost part-rather, they are men acquainted with scientific principles
and techniques. | have run into themfromtime to time at various sites, conducting their
‘researches.’ They would | ove nothing nore than to know what we know, and | have reason to believe
they would stop at nothing to obtain this know edge."

"You can't be serious."

"Entirely serious!" the professor exclainmed. "W' ve got to think this over very carefully. W can
afford no mistakes at this juncture. Care for sone chocol ate?" He reached into a deep pocket,
wi thdrawing a | arge bar of Cadbury's Dairy M|k which he unwapped and passed to ne.

"You think they know about the cairn?" | broke off a piece of chocolate and popped it into ny
nmout h.

"I think we nust assune that they do."

"But maybe they don't know. Maybe they're just |ooking around. Yeah, they're just |ooking around,"”
| offered, trying to convince nyself. "Anyway, we should go down there and find out if they've
seen any sign of Sinmon."

"You're right, of course."

I clinmbed to ny feet and scranbled down to the road. W approached the parked vans, wal ked ar ound
themto the gate and woul d have started across the field to the glen-but Nettles thought better of
it. "Let's go another way."

"What ot her way?"

He pointed up the road a little distance, to where | could see the line of the glen curve as the
stream wandered anmong the hills. "W can follow the water."

"What ever you say. Lead on."

A mle or so along, the road dipped to neet the glen. W found a sheep trail along the brookside
and began maki ng our way back towards the cairn. Al nbst at once, the trail entered a thick wood.

Dark and silent, every step a creak or a crack- | thought we nust sound |like an nmob of buffalo
bulling through the bracken. In the gloomof the cl ose-grown wood the sheep trail disappeared, and
we soon had our hands full, parrying | ow branches and preventing tw gs from poki ng out our eyes.

We thrashed our way al ong, stopping every few minutes to listen-1 don't know what for. Wat |
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heard was crows.

Faintly, at first. But each tine we stopped it seened that there were nore crows, and |ouder than
before. Judging fromthe racket, they were gathering in the wood for the night. Soon their raucous
croaks and squawks were all around us, although I could not see any of the birds. W continued on
the day grow ng col der, the sky darker.

Carnwood Cairn stood in the center of the glen. As before, it presented an unassum ng aspect to
the world: no nore than a hul king heap of earth and noss-dark stone, very nearly shapeless in the

feeble light. | gave it a cursory glance, for the thing that comanded ny inmedi ate attention was
not the cairn, but the crow a big, black, spread-w nged nenace watching us with a bal eful bead of
an eye froma low branch, its sharp black beak open. | fought down the urge to pick up a stick to

protect nyself.

Preoccupied with the crow, at first | did not see the canp set up on the further side of the glen
Nettles nudged nme with his elbow and | |looked in the direction he indicated. | saw a | arge canvas
tent surrounded by the gear of what appeared to be an archaeol ogical dig: |ots of wooden stakes
driven into the ground with white plastic flags on them a gridwrk of string overlaying a shallow
excavation where the snow and dirt had been cl eared away, shovels and picks standing in piles of
fresh-dug earth. On a pole before the tent hung a blue flag bearing the words Society of

Met aphysi cal Archaeol ogi sts, and the vibrating world logo in white.

Two nmen in khaki overalls hunched over their work at the grid, one sitting on a canp stool and
hol ding a | arge drawi ng board, the other on his knees scraping at sonething with a trowel. Their
backs were to us, and, because of the crows' unearthly racket, they had not heard our approach.

"What now?" | asked softly.
"I"d like to exam ne that cairn."

| looked at the nen, and sonething told nme that they were not likely to Il et us, or anyone el se,
come near the cairn. "I don't think that's going to be easy,” | nuttered.

"No," Nettles agreed, his eyes narrow and sharp in the gl oam ng. "Neverthel ess, we have cone al
this way."

Twilight cones early to Scotland this time of year. Still only mid-afternoon by the clock, the sun
was al ready sinking towards the west. The tine-between-tinmes would soon be upon us. The
realization filled me with dull alarm M heart palpitated, junping awkwardly in my chest. M
stomach felt Iike a ball of worms.

The professor stepped into the clearing in the glen. "Wat are you going to do?" My voice grated
Iike the sound of the crows filling the trees around us.

"Hello!" Nettles called, stepping boldly into the clearing. "Hello, there!"

I watched himstride boldly towards the nmen, then plucked up ny saggi ng courage and foll owed.
"Hello, hello,"” he called, flapping his hands ami ably, the very picture of a Hail-Fell ow Wl - Mt
eccentric.

The two men's heads turned as one, their eyes automatically swi nging towards the sound of the
di sturbance. Despite Nettles' kindly greeting, neither nman smled. Their faces renai ned
expressi onl ess and unwel coni ng.

Toget her, Nettles and | trooped up to the digging site. The man with the drawi ng board put it

asi de and stood up. He opened his nouth to speak, but the professor did not allow himthe first
word. "Ch, this is splendid,” Nettles burbied, "I had not expected to find anyone here. It is so
late in the year."

Again the man drew breath to speak, but the professor rushed on. "Allow ne to introduce nyself,k"
he said. "I amDr. Nettleton, and this is my young col |l eague, M. Gllies."

He placed his hand on ny shoulder as | stepped beside him
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"How do you do?" | said
"I was just saying to ny friend here," Nettles continued, "I hope we don't come too late. | see
that we haven't. Indeed, |I think we have come just in tinme. You will be packing up soon, | should

t hi nk, and-"

"What do you want?" the man with the drawi ng board asked bluntly. The crows in the treetops
squawked | oudly, shifting in the upper branches |ike w nd-tossed rags.

"What do we want?" the professor replied, ignoring the man's rudeness. "Wy, we have cone to see
the site, of course."

"I't's closed,"” the man declared. "You're going to have to | eave."
"Closed? | don't think | understand.” Nettles blinked at ne in apparent confusion

"This is a private dig," the man replied. "The public is not allowed."

"The public!" Nettles reprimanded lightly. "I assure you, my good nman, we are not the genera
public."

"We have a special interest in this site," | added. | could feel ny arnpits dripping inside ny
coat .

"Maybe you didn't hear," the second man said, pointing his trowel. He slowy stood. "The dig is
closed. You don't have permi ssion to be here. You'll have to | eave."

"But we've cone a very long way," the professor protested.

"I"'msorry," the first man said. He seened about as sorry as a sackful of snakes. "You had better
| eave." He shot a glance at his partner, who tossed aside the trowel and took a deliberate step
t owar ds us.

Just then a head poked out fromthe flap of the tent. "Hello!" it called, and all four of us
turned as a tall, distinguished-looking man with a nattily-trimmed gray beard energed. Unlike the
others he was dressed in a long, dark coat and wellington boots. "Andrew, " he said, stepping

qui ckly over the tools and debris scattered around the site, "why didn't you tell me we had
visitors?" To Nettles and ne he said, "I'm Nevil Wston, project director. How do you do?"

"Pleased to neet you, M. Weston, | daresay," the professor replied, managing to convey a slight
irritation at the way we'd been treated thus far. "Dr. Nettleton and my colleague, M. Gllies,"
he announced. "W have no wish to disturb you, but, as | was telling your friend here, we have
travelled a very great distance to see the site. W have a particular interest in the history of
this locality, you see."

"I quite understand,” Weston replied. He nodded to his men. "Thank you, Andrew, Edward. |'Ill deal
with this.” He smled at us, but the smle |acked any real warnth. "It's just that this is a
privately sponsored project, so regrettably we cannot allow visitors without prior permssion. It
is the policy of the board of directors, I"'mafraid. It's out of ny bands."

As he tal ked, Weston stepped between us, turned us around and began gently to escort us away from
the cairn. It was smoothly done, but Nettles was not diverted. He stopped dead. "Oh, | know how it
is, believe ne. W wouldn't dreamof interfering." He turned to the cairn. "But we've cone all the
way from Oxford, you see."

"Yes," Weston agreed synpathetically. "I'msure we can work sonething out. Perhaps you would Iike
to call again tonmorrow. It's getting late; we'll be closing the site for the evening very soon."

Nettl es stepped toward the cairn, and put out a hand, as if inploring it to help him "That's
quite out of the question,"” he said. "W had no way of knowing it would be occupi ed, you see.
W' ve nade ot her arrangenents.”

"I"'msorry," answered Weston firmy, flashing his enpty snmle again. | could see himconing to the
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end of his tether
"He's right, professor. It is getting late," | said, breaking in abruptly. "Maybe we should go."

Nettl es sighed heavily; his shoul ders sagged. "Yes, | suppose you're right," he said; but he did
not nove.

To Weston | said, "Perhaps you wouldn't mind if we just had a quick | ook around the cairn before
we go? Wouldn't take a minute." | tried to make it sound as if this sinple request was too
reasonable to refuse. "W have a very long way to go tonight. Wn't take a mnute, and it would
nean so nuch to us both."

I could see the refusal formng on Wston's |ips. Watever these netaphysical archaeol ogi sts were
about, they were certainly a hardhearted lot, secretive and hostile. It all added up to nothing
good. Before Weston could answer, | played ny trunp card. "That way," | explained to Nettles-for
Weston's benefit-"we wouldn't have to bother Robert and Mrag with any of this."

Nettles, bless him was as sharp as his nanesake. "Yes," he agreed quickly, "lI'msure the Grants
woul d rather not get involved in our trifling affairs. M. Gant is such a busy man. One doesn't
like to disturb himunnecessarily."

I could see Weston weighing the risks his refusal would bring. He hesitated, and | noved to cl ose
the sale. "A quick wal k around, and we're on our way. \Wat do you say?"

"Very well," he said. "I really shouldn't allowit. But, as we're here as the Grants' guests,
definitely wouldn't |ike them disturbed."”

"Ch, | couldn't agree nore," replied the professor happily. "Conme, Lewis, let's just take a quick
I ook round the cairn before we go." He was already noving away from Weston as he said it.

We wal ked quickly to the cairn. At our approach a trenendous fluttering ruckus took place in the
trees above us. | |ooked and saw dozens... scores... hundreds of crows flocking to the upper
branches of the nearby trees. Their black shapes against the iron-dark sky gave nme an eerie
feeling. The birds rai sed an unholy racket as they hopped from branch to branch and flitted from
tree to tree, scolding, shrieking, challenging.

On reaching the base of the cairn, Nettles pulled me close. "lIgnore them" he said; | could not
tell whether he nmeant the crows or the nen. | fell into step beside himas we stal ked around the
cairn on the rough, overgrown ground. Weston watched us, his arnms crossed over his chest and a
pai ned expression on his face. As soon as we were out of Wston's sight, Nettles said, "Wat was
it you said you left for Sinon?"

"A bank card," | replied. "I left his Barclaycard-1 stuck it in a crack at the entrance."”

"We nust try to retrieve it," he said. "It would not do for themto find it."

We rounded the cairn and cane in sight of the tent and the excavati on beyond. The two nen had not
nmoved. They watched us as we continued on around. Weston stood where we had left him waiting for
us to finish our circumavigation of the cairn. As we drew near him Nettles said, speaking
loudly, "You see, Lewis, this is quite in keeping with cairns of this age. The stone is undressed;
it will have come fromthe gl en nearby-they used whatever cane readily to hand... .'

Wth a nod to the frowning Weston, we continued our inspection am d a raucous chorus of crow
conplaint. Their awful shrieking filled nmy ears. | gazed up into the branches of the circling
trees and al nost fell over backwards: every twi g, bough, and linmb of every tree in the glen was
occupi ed by the ragged bl ack form of a squawking crow. There were so many crows it was scary.
Masses of birds! Fluttering, flapping, rippling over the branches. Crows by the treeful. And they
were angry!

"What's with these crows?" | wondered.
"They are guardians of the threshold," replied the professor

"I thought you said the man with the dogs was the guardian.”
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"Ch, there are any nunber of guardians. Their purpose is to daunt the unworthy. Ignore them and
you Wi ll pass by unharned; fear them and they will tear you to ribbons.” Nettles' eyes scanned
the cairn wall beside us. "Now, where is the entrance? | have not seen it, have you?"

"No- but we should have passed it. That's strange.

Continuing our circuit, we cane upon the canp once nore. The two nen had joi ned Weston, and al
three were standing in consultation together, watching us. Nettles nade a show of pointing out
sonething to me, waving his hand airily. "Don't |ook at them" he said softly. "I did not see the
entrance you described.”

"Neither did |. But there was one. | swear it."
"W will |ook again."

Once nore around the cairn. The crows flapped and screamed, raising a horrific din. Scores circled

the cairn, turning the air black with their darting wings. | kept stealing fearful glances skyward
as' we hurried around the base of the cairn. As a result, | mssed the entrance once again. How
odd. "It's got to be here," | insisted. "Sinbn went in-1 went in!"

We cane abreast of where the three stood waiting. "Well, that's fine. Good," Wston said, stepping

forward. Wien we did not slacken our pace, he called, "Here! | think that's enough. Here, now
Stop!"

"Go on looking," Nettles instructed. "I will keep thembusy for as long as | can." He conti nued
beside ne for a few nore steps. | felt his hand on ny arm "Good |uck, Lew s."

Then he stopped. | glanced quickly over my shoul der and saw that Weston was hasteni ng towards him
Nettles raised his hand, as if in farewell, then turned to confront Wston. The cairn wall took

them fromview as | passed out of sight.

| hurried over the uneven ground, searching the cairn wall for the entrance we had sonehow ni ssed

again. The sound of the screanming crows filled nmy ears, as scores of black shapes erupted fromthe
Wi nt erbare branches and took to the sky overhead. The crows! O course, | thought, the crows were

distracting nme and trying to prevent ne fromfinding the opening.

| hurried on, slipping on the long, wet grass that grew at the cairn's base, scanning the
undul ati ng mound beside ne for the dark hole through which Sinon had vani shed. Awful shrieks
assaulted the air. If | stepped one foot nearer the cairn, the birds would attack. They woul d
swoop down and peck ny eyes out. They would rip ne to bloody tatters with their sharp beaks.

Again | rounded the side of the cairn facing the canp. | saw Weston and his henchnen cl ustered
around Professor Nettleton. The one called Andrew had a hand on Nettles' armand was attenpting to
| ead himaway. Nettles, hands waving wildly, voice lifted in rebuke, was doing his best to
distract them | put ny head down and raced on

As | drew even with them Wston saw nme. But | was al ready dodgi ng away agai n, around the base of
the cairn.

"Stop him" Weston shouted, his voice sharp as a gunshot in the stillness. Andrew rel eased the
professor's arm and he and his col | eague | eaped after nme at once.

I ran on, ny only thought to keep the cairn between ne and ny pursuers. But, pounding over the

uneven turf, | caught nmy foot on a stone. | fell, sprawing headlong onto the wet turf. Instantly,
the crows were on nme, dropping fromthe sky like black buzz-bonbs. They flew at me, w ngs
flashing, buffeting, glossy black beaks snapping like scissors. | threw ny arnms over ny head to

protect ny face, and wiggled through the long grass, struggling to regain ny feet.

Ignore them Nettles had said. Wth an effort of will, | lowered ny hands and pushed nyself up off
the ground. The big, angry birds shrieked bl oody nmurder as they swooped and dived, executing their
mad chal | enge, but | turned ny eyes away fromthe crowfilled sky and | ooked instead at the cairn
wall. | heard the rustle and slash of their wings all around ne, but | was not grazed by a single
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f eat her.
Bl ess you, Nettles, | thought. It works!

The thought had no nore than crossed nmy m nd, when | heard a | ow grating sound next to me-the
sound of stone grinding against stone. | had no tine to wonder what it mght be, for | |ooked at
the section of cairn just ahead of ne and saw the doorway. | do not know how | coul d have m ssed
it before, but there it was-snaller even than |I remenbered and half hidden by that wiry little
thi cket-a squat fissure at the base of the edifice

Wthout a second thought or a backward glance, | threw nyself at the hole, shrugging off the pack
and tearing at the thicket with ny hands. There! | saw the glint of blue plastic-the Barclaycard!
Just where | had left it. | reached out to take it; | heard footsteps thuddi ng behind ne-and | oud
curses as the crows turned their attack on nmy pursuers. The dark entrance of the cairn yawned
before ne. | could snell the dry nmusty scent of the cairn's interior. | swallowed hard and | unged
into the entrance, banging the top of nmy head as | tunbled into the deep bl ackness of the cairn
Little sparkly stars danced before ny eyes. | squeezed ny eyes shut igainst the pain, and sl unmped

back agai nst the stonework to rub the throbbing goose-egg already rising on ny tenple.

When | opened ny eyes, | was no longer in the world I knew.

Chapter 12

Par adi se

One whole side of the interior wall of the cairn seened to have collapsed; | could see through it

to the hillside beyond. My first thought was to nmake a dash for it, before the netaphysical thugs
caught up with ne

| stood, clutching ny head, and lurched toward the broken wall. The nmonent | stepped forward, |
heard a rushing sound behind ne. It nmust be ny pursuers. | glanced fearfully over ny shoul der and
saw the wall behind ne inexplicably receding-as if | were striding rapidly away fromit down a
long, narrow corridor. And | felt a dark surge of air, a great churning, upswelling billow In the
same instant, the green hillside before ne di med and di sappeared from si ght.

| stopped. It took ne a nonent to steady nyself. My head was pulsing to an aching throb, as if |
were being beaten rhythnically over the head with a brick. Each concussi on brought bright

pi npricks of light and angry red spots. Taking a deep breath, | carefully, cautiously, placed one
foot in front of the other and stepped forward. My cl ot hes snapped and rippled in the upsurging
air. Wth sickening dread, | realized that ny first m staken step had sonehow set me upon the

narrowest of spans over a vast, invisible chasm

The bridge beneath nmy feet was thin as a sword blade. | could actually feel the sharp stee
cutting into the | eather of ny shoes. | swayed dangerously, fighting to keep ny balance on this
ridicul ously slender span. The slightest nmisstep and | would plunge into the unknown depths bel ow,
fromwhich | could hear the restl ess echo of powerful forces shifting and colliding-like enpty
freightcars in a mdnight train yard. Yet, with every nerve and sinew screanming Fool! | forced
mysel f to take another step, knowing in nmy soul the step would be ny | ast.

| teetered precariously as ny weight shifted forward. Suddenly, the upswelling air blast stopped.
Al'l becane quiet. But a nmoment later | realized that | could not breathe.

There was no air. | gul ped and gasped, but nmy lungs could not draw. My nouth forned a yel p of
surprise, but no sound penetrated the vacuum | poised trenbling on the sword-bridge, dizzy and
i ghtheaded with fear. | swayed precariously, but did not fall.

| forced nmy foot forward an inch, and then another. Only the solid blade beneath ny feet seened
real. | could no | onger see anything before me or around ne. Al was darkness-pi erci ng darkness,
and searing silence. And then arose the nobst horrendous gal e of wi nd, shrieking out of nowhere,
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striking nme full force, head on. It felt as if the skin of ny face was being slowy peel ed away,
as if my clothing was being shredded and nmy flesh pared to the bone.

Sonehow, | found the presence of mnd to take another step, and instantly regretted it. My foot
n ssed the bl ade-span entirely and for a single, heart-stopping noment | felt nyself bal anced for
flight-arns flung wi de, head up, |egs bent and | oose.

| fell

But instead of spinning headfirst into the fathom ess void, alnpbst at once ny knee struck a solid
surface and | pitched forward, sprawling on nmy chest in the soft dirt outside the cairn in the
full light of day.

I still could not breathe. | lay on ny stonmach |ike a beached whal e, nmouth gapi ng, gasping,
fighting for air. Breathe! Breathe! My lungs heaved in nmy chest, convulsing with the effort. My
vision dimed and | thought, "It is over--1 amdying."

I raised nyself up on an elbow and rolled onto ny back. The effort rel eased sonething inside ne,
and | felt cool air gushing into ny lungs. The air was raw and sharp; it burned nmy lungs |ike
fire, but I could not stop inhaling the stuff in great gagging gasps. | lay on ny side, panting
and gul pi ng, ny Linbs quivering, ny eyes watering and fingers tingling. My Lieart beat a triple
tattoo, and nmy head palpitated with the rhythm

My first thought-1 swear, even after all that had happened ~o ne in the |ast few noments-the first
t hought that leapt to mind was: It did not work. The bunmp on ny head, | thought, iccounted for al

the strange sensations. | had nmerely becone thsoriented in the dark and stunbl ed back through the
~pening by which | had entered the cairn. The trees, the hillside, the evening sky-it was all the
same as before.

| had failed. And now the S.M A. goons would catch ne and haul ne away. At this thought | raised
my head and quickly | ooked left and right. | saw no one. Maybe | could still get away. | stood
shakily, swayed, and put out ny hand to the wall to steady nyself.

It was then | received ny greatest shock. The cairn was gone. In its place stood an enornous
grassy nound topped by a single, ragged standing stone. The | ow stone-lined entrance to the nound
yawned dark and enpty behind nme. It seened unlikely that | had crawl ed through it, but there was
rio other possibility.

| turned and | ooked again at the |andscape around nme, and di scovered further contradictions. The

snow was gone. And the trees, for all their likeness to the wood surrounding the cairn, were not

the sane; they were taller, fuller, their branches nore graceful. Everything that net the eye had
a subtly altered appearance. Even the sky appeared brighter sonehow, though it was still dusk-or

was it sunrise?

Like a man in a dream who realizes he is after all in a dream | understood then that | had
crossed over.

Ch, dear God, now what?

| sat down on the ground, drew my knees up and hugged them agai nst nmy chest. | rocked back and
forth for a long time, ny eyes closed, hoping, | think, that when | opened ny eyes again the cairn
woul d be there and | would be back in the place | had left.

My head ached. My throat burned. | felt niserable, lost, and utterly alone. And, as | sat nursing
my misery, it occurred tonme that the hillside had grown very quiet. No, not grown quiet-it had
al ways been so. And not nerely quiet; that is, not just silent-as in the absol ute absence of sound-

but still, hushed, and peaceful. | heard a world at rest with a deep and natural qui escence. As |
sat there, with my arns wapped around ny knees, abject msery slowy netanorphosed into a
tranquillity that I had never, ever, known in the world that | had | eft behind.

It was the serenity of a world that knew no nechanical thing; no planes, trains, or autonobiles;
no nmotors, no engines; no factories, mlls, offices, or industry; no tel ephones, radios,
tel evisions, and no satellites, or rockets, or space shuttles; no machinery of any kind.
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I had never known such conpl ete and perfect
single mnute of such unbleni shed serenity. Unti

day of ny entire exi stence had been bounded by and hedged about with a mannmade,

of sone ki nd.

Even in sleep, |
cl ock, the squeal of wheels in the street,
whi stle, or the sublinmn~1 humof a fan or
sout hern Col or ado,
jet planes roaring overhead.

But here, in this place, in this other world, the

procl ai med manki nd' s frenzi ed endeavors sinply did not exist.

This struck nme as nore mracul ous,
| sinply could not believe how i mensely peacefu
beyond words. The stillness beggared description

For a monent, it occurred to nme that |
I cocked my aching head and |istened...
sifting anong the branches and,

I\by

| rose, sonmewhat unsteadily,
unconfortable. | passed anong tall trees, walking
seam ess carpet. Dew glistened underfoot with the
here, as the trees were leafless still. | stopped
that they were buddi ng; bl ossonms and | eaves woul d

By the time | reached the bottomof the hill, the
broke full above the hills, | actually fel
brilliant. Tears streamed fromny eyes and

coul d see properly again-and then |

peace.

nmore incredible,

had gone deaf -
luckily I
from sonmewher e near by,

and began naking nmy way down the hill.

down on ny knees:
t hought |
had to shade ny eyes with ny hand fromtine to tine,

In all
t hat

ny life, I had never experienced a
nonent, every single second of every single
masspt oduced noi se

had al ways sensed rel entl ess engi nes droni ng away sonewhere-the ticking of a
a siren's shriek,
furnace.
and even standing on the side of a nobuntain in that deep wi | derness

the distant shrill of a train
Years ago, | had hiked in the Rockies in
had heard

i ncessant background noi se that so |oudly
Al'l was cal mess and gentle repose.

than anything that had happened to ne so far.
it was. Serenity beyond defmition, tranquillity

perhaps as a result of the blowto ny skull.
was not deaf. | could hear a gentle breeze
the light trill of birdsong.

The air, though cool, was not
on fine, new green grass as upon an endl ess,

gl eam of eneralds. It appeared to be spring

to exam ne sone of the nearer branches and saw
soon appear.

sun had risen a little higher. And when the sun
the light was so keen and sharp and
m ght go blind. It was sone tine before

or sinply

stop and close themto ease the stabbing pain fromthe too-piercing |ight.

By dawn's clear light, |
literally gleanmed, it was so green
| saw. a shimmering citrine viridescence,

The sky was brighter and, | swear, a bol der

just staring at the shining sky, drinking in that

In fact, everything
It seenmed newer-or perhaps nore finely w ought,

At the bottomof the bill, |
lifted a mouthful to ny |ips.
bot h hands and plunged themin,
nunb fromthe cold.

found a brook. |

greedily guzzling

| stood slowmy, wiping my chin with nmy sl eeve,

gl en surrounded by smooth hills-of which "nmy hill
and thrilled to the thought.

anong many. | thought to go expl oring,
for the plucking! | could not wait.

| struck out at once al ong the brookside.
to do. Perhaps it would | ead sonewhere-a vill age,
O herworid? | did not know. |

e The O herwori d!
like a bolt of
possi bl e? How could it be?

Every few seconds

surveyed the | and and stood transfixed with amazenent:
Green! -that was too slight and i nconsequentia
breathtaking in its purity.

cl eaner,

hue whi ch had nore in conmon with peacocks and | apis |azul

saw seened brighter and fairer than anything

and gazed around nt. |

do not know why,

woul d renenber where |
lightning striking the top of ny skul
asked nyself over and over

t he grass
a word for what

nore translucent blue than | had ever
than at nosphere. | stood sonme noments
shocki ng azure.

had known in the real world.
i mmacul ate in formand crisply defined.
knelt, dipped a hand into the icc-cold water, and
The water tasted alive!-clean and good and life-giving. | cupped

that sweet elixir down until my fingers becane

appeared to be standing in a
with its mound and standi ng stone, was but one
A whol e world of wonders fresh

but it seened like a sensible thing

maybe. Did they even have villages in the

knew not hi ng. Less than not hi ng.

was and the awareness would jolt
it were a weat her vane. How was it
Who coul d have believed it? Who woul d

me
as if
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believe it? | sinply could not take it all in at once, so | gave nyself over to a sort of slow
nmoti on astoni shment. Time and again the utter inmpossibility of nmy position exploded in ny face;

| urched and staggered fromone nmarvel to another, shell-shocked by sheer transcendent revel atory
wonder .

Truly, this was Paradise! A virginal creation, fresh and unspoiled; a world w thout blenish, whole
and cl ean and undamaged by humanki nd's insatiable appetite for destruction. Paradise! | wanted to
shout the word fromthe hilltops. Nothing in ny previous |ife had ever prepared ne for this..

this soul -dazzling harnony of beauty and peace, this fiery blaze of created glory. Like a tida
wave, the mracle of it whel ned ne over, submerged me, pumeled me, and left me gasping for air

Par adi se

Despite ny sonewhat dazed and bedazzled condition, | nade fair progress follow ng the stream
through the glen. As | wal ked, | began to make a nental list of everything | saw, a catal og of
nmracles. In doing so, | soon began conparing this list against everything | had | earned of the

O herworid fromthe old stories and legends | had read in the course of ny studies.

| worked at this systematically: animal, vegetable, nmineral; people, places, things. Itemby item
| built up a picture of the O herworid as described in Celtic folklore. | do not say it was an
accurate picture, or even a very conplete one. Indeed, | sinply assunmed that it was the Celtic

O herworld | had arrived at; it did not occur to me to consider otherwise. Still, it gave ne
something to do. The effort occupied ne a long while. It nust have, because when next | stopped
and raised ny eyes to |l ook around, | saw that the brook had w dened sonewhat, becom ng rocky and
shal l ow as the glen had spread to becone a broad nmeadow between two nassive grassy bl uffs.

The sun now stood directly overhead. The stream continued on through the nmeadow to bend away to

the west beyond the slope of a hill a few hundred yards further on. The hills on either side of ne
were wide and round; there were no trees or bushes. It occurred to ne that it nmght be a good idea
to dinb the nearest hill and reconnoiter. Perhaps | would see sonething fromthe hilltop that |

could not see fromthe valley. Wasn't that what explorers often did?

| turned away fromthe streamand started up the long, sloping hillside. As | turned, | noticed a
snudge of thin, dark cloud in the sky. | stopped. That was not a cloud-it was snopke. Bl ack snoke
froma fire. Wiere there was fire, there were people: a settlenment. Most likely, | would be able

to see it fromthe top of the hill.

Before | could even think these thoughts, nmy legs started to run. | hadn't run very far, however,
when | heard a strange, unsettling sound-a rhythnic pounding, a drunm ng, steady and insistent.
And it seened to be coming fromthe very earth beneath nmy feet. It sounded |ike rolling thunder
or logs tunmbling down a dirt bank.

| stopped again and |istened. The deep throb grew | ouder, pulsing in the ground, drunm ng,
drunming. | tried to think what could make such a sound. Horses? If so it nmust be a stanpede-and a
strangely orchestrated stanpede at that. The beasts nust be danci ng!

The bl ack snoke curled into the sky, drifting above the hilltop on the breeze. There was nore of
it now | stood notionless: listening to the strange earth-borne runbling sound, watching the
snoke, absolutely nystified.

Then | saw sonmething | had only read about in ancient texts: the sudden appearance of a bristling
forest of ash saplings. Trees springing spontaneously into existence along the hilltop!

The i mage, though apt, was a poetic euphemitm | knew well what it was.

Before | could think what to do, the warriors thensel ves appeared. The throbbing pulse in the
earth and air was the boonming of their war drums and the pounding of their feet. The snoke trai
in the sky was fromthe burning firebrands in their hands.

They ranged thensel ves all along the hilltop. There nust have been a hundred or nore. Sone held
huge obl ong shi el ds and swords, some flam ng torches and spears, sone rode horses, sone advanced
on foot, and others rode in chariots. Mdst were naked, or nearly so. They crested the hill and
hal t ed.
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| figured they had come for ne. | figured they would have ne, too. Here | was, a stranger in a
strange land, |ost, defenseless. | would not make nuch of a fight for a troop that |large. But how
did they know | was here?

| stood stock still, stupidly trying to reason ny way through this absurd situation, when there
arose a trenmendous bellowas if a thousand mad bulls had begun to roar at once. A piercing, full-
bl ooded clarion call; a sound to turn the bowels to water and scoop the hearer holl ow.

BW.ERWW BW.ERWW BW.ERWWM BW ERWW

The hi deous clanor stung the ear and bl udgeoned the brain; it twisted the nerves into linp
t hreads, useless as soggy string. | pressed ny hands over ny ears and scanned the hilltop to
di scover the source of this phenonenal noise.

| saw twenty nmen hol ding enornous curving horns to their lips; these mghty instruments produced

t he sensebenunbi ng sound. It cane to nme then what these instruments were: the fabled battl ehorns
of the Banshee. The Beahn Sidhe, the traditional dwellers of the Gtherworid, were reputed to
possess war trunpets of such terrible power that, when sounded, they could turn an enemy to stone.
| understood now that this was a far fromfigurative boast. | nyself actually felt as if | were
cenmented to the ground in catatonic terror. My legs were as dense and unfeeling as concrete posts.

This unearthly bell ow continued for a few nonents and was qui ckly bol stered by the clash and

cl amor of spear and sword on rimof shield, as all the warriors began banging away with their
weapons. And the druns beat a steady thunder all the while. The clanor filled the air, filled the
glen. In that once-serene world, it sounded as if the very bills were shaking thenselves to dirt
cl ods.

The din grew to a skull-splitting cacophony, whereupon it ceased.

The echo of its sudden cessation lingered long in the glen; | ~ould hear it pealing away through
the empty bills like the crack of doom The warriors stood poised on the rimof the iill in the
unnatural calmcreated by their abrupt silence. Then they lofted their weapons and, with a mighty
shout, hew down the hillside towards ne.

It happened so fast, | stunbled back in fright and slid down the hill. | lay sprawing in the
grass, scranbling backwards crablike over the snmooth stones and into the cold stream

The warriors raced screaning down the hill, swords and spears flashing, firebrands flaring, druns
boom ng, battlehorns blaring. They were still too far away for ne to be able to nake out their
faces, but | could see the bright blue designs painted on their bodies in the nmanner of Celtic
warriors of old-which, in a way, they were.

A preposterous thought thrust itself into ny head: maybe | could hide. | glanced wildly right and
| eft. Hope died before it could draw breath. Not one stone proved big enough to conceal ne. |
woul d have to run for it

I leapt to ny feet and thrashed across the streamto the other side, naking for the hillside
opposite. My only salvation lay in outrunning the pursuit.

Amazingly,| ran faster than I could have believed. My | egs seened |onger, ny stride swfter and
surer, than ever before. | sailed over the ground, ny feet hardly touching the earth. Wnd in ny
face, ny hair streaming, | flew

And then | stopped. Directly ahead, flying down the slope in full plumret towards nme, rushed

anot her line of warriors-every ounce the equal of the first. These, |ike those behind nme, advanced
with staggering speed. Caught between two swift arnmies, like a fly between two crashing cynbal s,
turned and dashed back to the stream where | hunkered down, breathl ess, beside the water. There
was no escape.

The first warriors had nearly reached nme. | could see their stern, nanly faces now. |f! had ever
nurtured any notions of nobility, bravery, courage, dignity, or the like, these exalted qualities
were enbodied in the faces | saw. Cear-eyed, firmjawed, virile, strong, and proud, they were the
l'iving enbodi nents of every red-bl ooded boy's chil dhood fantasy of glorious manhood: heroi sm
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i ncar nat e.

That they were going to kill me seened a thing of piddling consequence. Dear |ord, but they were
handsone!

Swiftly the battle line closed. | sawthe glint of their bold eyes, the sweat on their firm
muscled linbs. | saw their teeth gleamng white, their dark braids swinging free. | heard their

full-throated battle cries as they swept down upon nme, and | cowered | ower, huggi ng the stones,
willing nyself to disappear beneath them

It worked. They did not see ne. For even as the nearest conbatant reached the place where

huddl ed, clutching ny head and praying to keep it in closest possible contact with nmy shoul ders,
he dashed across the streamand all but |eaped over ne, without so nuch as a sideward glance in ny
direction.

The rest of the battle host |ikew se ignored ny presence. They spl ashed across the stream and
raced to meet the warband on the opposite hillside. Only then did | realize | was not the object
of their desire.

This insight did not produce the relief it mght have done. Any confort was all too quickly
consunmed by the fear that | would be killed in the confusion anyway. Dead by freakish nischance is
still dead.

The two advancing battle lines closed on one another. The sound of their nmeeting shivered the air:
spear clattering on shield, sword striking helnet, iron on bone, battle-horns blaring, voices
bel | owi ng, drums pounding- all of it in the nmost horrific, deafening clangor. | thought ny
eardrums woul d burst.

The inmpact of the initial collision threwthe conbatants apart. Sone fell instantly, never to rise
again. Mst, however, swung into conbat and the battle conmenced in | ethal earnest. Blood and
spittle sprayed liberally. Horses reared and plunged, flinging dirt into the sky. Men fought,

~i acki ng viciously at one another with w cked, bl ood-stained bl ades.

I could not watch! | could not keep fromwatching! | :rouched at the water's edge, w de-eyed,

yel ping with terror as this or that warrior fell to his death with skull riven or throat slashed.
| dodged this way and that, trying to stay out Df the way. This becanme nore difficult as the fight
progressed, and the ordered |ines becane a ragged, rangy tangle. Men fought all around ne. Just
avoi di ng being tranpled by a horse or stabbed by an errant spear, not to nention crushed by a
falling body, occupied ny utnost attention

I thought to get hold of a shield to hide behind, and began scanning the nearby hillside. | saw
several lying in the grass al ongside the bodies of owners who would no | onger need them | ran to
the nearest of these and tried to pull it free. The dead man's armwas still engaged and his hand

still clutched the shield strap tightly.

I knelt over the body and tore frantically at the binding. I was thus occupied when | felt a heavy
hand on ny shoul der.

| screanmed, and was jerked over backwards. | saw a spear waver in the clear blue sky above ne. |
threw ny hands into the air to ward off the blow and | ashed out with both feet at ny attacker.
squirnmed and writhed, shrieking. To ny profound astoni shnent a voice shouted, "Lewis! Stop it!"

| 1 ooked and saw that the form bending over ne wore a famliar face. "S Sinon?" | stamered
uncertainly. "Sinmon, is it you?"

Chapter 13

Bl ood Baptism
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It was Sinmon, naked and painted for battle like all the others, and wearing al ong, |uxurious
must ache. "Yes, it's Sinon!" he hissed. "Stop kicking! I'mtrying to help you!"

| ceased thrashing and sat up. "Sinmon! |'ve found you

VWhat are you doi ng here? How "

He grabbed ne by the arm and yanked ne to nmy feet. "Get up!"
"Simon, let's get out of here. W' ve got to-"

He stooped over the body of the dead warrior beside us arid snatched the sword fromthe corpse's
hand, shoving it into mne. "Here, take this."

"I don't know how to use this thing." | shoved it back at him
"You'll learn." He began tearing at ny clothes. "Get that shirt off."
"Hey! What-"

"You don't want to be seen like this,"” he told nme tersely.

Rel uctantly, | began unbuttoning the shirt. "Sinon, I'mreally glad | found you."

"Hurry!" Sinon scanned the nelee. The battl ehost of which he had been a nenber seened to be
overcom ng their opponents, for the battle had quickly pushed beyond us. The heavi est conbat was
bei ng waged hi gher up the hill

| saw this as a perfect chance to creep away unnoticed. "Look, we've got to get away from here. W
can-"

"Cet it off!" he growl ed, snatching the shirt fromme. "And get rid of this." He seized ny arm and
jerked the watch frommnmy wist. Then he turned and heaved ny watch into the stream

"WAit a mnute! You can't-'
the water.

The tinepiece glinted in the air and di sappeared anong the rocks and

"Follow ne!" he cried, and, picking up his spear, dashed once nore into the fray.

Rel uctantly, | picked up the sword and tried once nore, unsuccessfully, to west the shield from
the dead warrior. "Hurry!" cried Sinmon. "Try to stay with ne!l"”

| followed w thout the shield, cursing every step. "This is crazy!" | cried. Sinon did not hear ne
above the battle roar. "Dammed crazy!"

He gestured with his spear for ne to follow, turned, and flung hinself headlong into the fray. He
was net al nost the sanme instant by an i mense warrior with a round, white-painted shield. The
shield was spattered with bl ood, nore red than white now, and the sword in his hand was not ched
and jagged. The warrior rushed at Sinon, swinging the sword wide to strike, bellowing a brutal war
cry as he cane.

Sinon did not hesitate, but |leaped to neet his adversary's attack, throwing the butt of the spear
up and into the man's groin, ranming it hard. | w nced. The warrior |urched back, sw ping down
with his blade, chopping off the end of Sinobn's spear.

"Run!" | screaned.

But Sinmon had no intention of fleeing. He drove into the staggering foe, sw nging the spear
violently agai nst the bl ood-stained shield. Even above the tumult of the battle | heard the crack
The shield swng aside. In the same fluid nmotion, Sinmon turned the spear and thrust its slim |eaf-
shaped bl ade deep into the man's bare chest. Blood spurted fromthe wound in a crinson torrent.

The painted warrior fell dead to the ground, his nmouth gaping in a silent scream

Suddenly |ight headed, bl ack spots swi ming before nmy eyes, | stunbled to Sinon's side. "He tried
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to kill you," | munbled, little knowing what | said. "Is he dead?"

By way of answer, Sinon wested the sword from his opponent's dead hand. Placing a foot on the
man's chest, and gripping the sword in both hands, he swung the bl ade high, then down, quickly,
expertly. Wth a nmeaty crack, the dead warrior's head rolled free.

| yel ped and junped back. "Sinon!"

He picked up the severed head and turned, raising his ~risly trophy on high. | stared in perfect
di sbelief. Sinon threw back his head and | aughed. "Here," he called to ne, "make yourself useful."

Wth that, he threwthe head to me. It hit the ground with an ugly thunp and rolled towards ne
down the hill, flinging blood fromthe anputated neck. It stopped at ny feet where | regarded it
wi th abhorrence, choking back the sour bile that suddenly filled my nouth.

"Pick it up!" shouted Sinon. "Let's go!"
Wth difficulty | tore ny eyes fromthe dead nan's enpty gaze. "Wat?"

"Conme on," Sinon snapped inpatiently. "Pick it up! Let's go!"
I glanced down at the head, and back to Simon. "I can't... | just-"
"Pick the damed thing up!" he snarl ed savagely. "Now "

| stooped and cl enched a handful of hair. The head was warm and the hair was wet with sweat. |
ftit faint. My throat gagged. | thought I would throw up; ny stomach heaved, and my knees went
spongy. | stood retching, holding that hideous prize, dizzy and reeling with fear and revul sion

Sinon ran to join battle once nore, but the fighting was over. The defeated were fleeing over the

hill, and the victors-the war host | had encountered first-were throw ng spears and hurling | oud
abuse at the rapidly retreating foe. The dead of both warbands |ay scattered over the hillside
i ke so many sun-bl eached boul ders. Crunpled and contorted, |inbs askew, they lay in grass of the

softest green | had ever seen, under that incredibly blue sky.

Even as | gazed nunbly at the carnage around nme, | heard a grating cry and | ooked up to see the
carrion birds gathering. A ready, they were flocking to their grimand ghastly feast. One big
raven swooped low in front of ne and | anded on the headl ess corpse of the man Sinon had kill ed.
Wth a |l oud croak the big bird jabbed its black beak into the oozing chest wound, bit deep and
tore away a ragged strip of flesh. The raven tossed its sleek black head and gobbl ed the neat.

I had to | ook away. | stunbled after Sinon, keeping ny eyes away fromthe butchery in the grass.

Si mon had joined the other warriors, who were setting the hills ringing with wild whoops of
victory. Sone |leaped in the air and gestured with theiz spears to the obvious delight of their
fell ows, who barked with |aughter. Sinon |aughed with them

The merrinent halted abruptly with the arrival of two young nmen on horseback: one | ooked to be a
warrior and the other an adviser of sonme sort. But the warrior was dressed in bold checked
trousers of gold and green, and a |oose red shirt of shinmering satin-like fabric. He wore a | arge
neck ring, or torc, of silver, and a wide belt of silver disks. The hilt of a gol den dagger
protruded fromthis belt, and he carried a spear with a silver blade. He, too, flaunted a great,
spreadi ng nustache. His hair-a long, full mane of tawny curls- gleamed in the sun

The ot her youth was dressed nore plainly: brown shirt and trousers of an ordinary cloth, a comon
| eather belt. He wore no finery, and carried no weapons. His only adornment was a fine crinmson

cl oak gathered at one shoulder with an i mense silver brooch. He wore his dark hair scraped back
tight to his scalp.

Both nen were tall and striking, enjoying the ease and grace of youth. And both noved with a
command and authority | imagined only Holy Roman enperors possessed:

massi ve and benevol ent, inspiring and daunting at the same tine. They woul d have been at home in
any of Europe's royal courts. Even their horses appeared nore graceful, nore powerful, nore
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beautiful than any of the manifest world s nuch-vaunted thoroughbreds.

At the appearance of these two, the cheering and gyrating stopped, to be replaced by a genera
cl amor of approval-a hailing of the chief, | reckoned. | crept next to Sinon. "That's the king,
right?" | whispered

"No. It's the prince," he nurnured. "Be quiet."
"Prince who?"

"Prince Meidron," Sinon told ne irritably. "Meidron ap Meidryn Maw. The one with himis Ruadh-he
is the prince's bard."

The prince halted amidst his gathered warriors and di snounted to the acclaimof all. Anyone woul d
have t hought he had won the battl e singl ehandedly, though as far as | could tell he had not lifted
a finger. Meidron beaned as his nen exalted the victory; they began shouting and huggi ng and

| eapi ng onto one another and pummeling each other on the back. It rem nded nme of a | ocker-room
celebration after a football chanpionship match. Al they |acked was chanpagne with which to douse
t hensel ves.

The cheering continued for a few nonments, whereupon, by no sign or word that | could discern, it
concluded. The prince issued a few brief words and everyone sprang into action, scattering across
the hillside to the bodies of the slain. Their dead conrades were carried with all ponp to the
stream and | aid out beside the water. Stones were arranged over the bodies and a nound quickly,
but carefully, raised

The eneny dead were |eft where they had fallen. But each corpse was decapitated and the heads
stacked neatly into a pyramid |like so many ri pe cabbages. Then their weapons were gathered, al ong
with any ornanents-armrings, torcs, bracelets, and the Iike. These were placed in a separate heap
next to the severed heads.

Sinon joined the others in these tasks, and | was left alone for the while. It was then that ny
presence on the battlefield was noticed and acknowl edged for the first tinme. For, as the warriors
were scouring the hillside for booty, one of them saw ne standing apart, still holding the head of
the man Sinon had killed. The brawny fellow strode up to me and regarded nme cl osely.

Not knowi ng what else to do, | offered himthe head. The warrior behaved as if | had breached
polite etiquette. His lips withed back fromhis teeth in a grimce. He called over his shoul der
to the bard, who turned, saw nme, and joined the warrior in his scrutiny.

The bard spoke to me in a voice that sounded willow and guttural at the sane tinme. | could nake
not hi ng of the |anguage, but realized that | had encountered it before-in a nmuch altered form at
least. It had much of the same pattern and resonance as nodern Wl sh.

| stood grinning like an idiot, still holding the head. The bard turned abruptly and called to the
prince, who canme at once, striding down the hill. Wth himcame several other warriors, and all at
once | found mysel f under the stern examination of the prince and surrounded by naked, bl ue-

stai ned bodi es of powerful warriors-none of whom appeared particularly pleased to see ne.

Prince Meidron, like his bard before him spoke to ne in his proto-Gaelic speech. | answered in ny
own tongue, which caused a small sensation-they nurnured excitedly, and pointed at ny shoes and
trousers. A few reached out to touch nmy bare skin with fingers extended gingerly. They stared at
me, and at the head | held, as if unwilling to believe their eyes at either curiosity.

Si non appeared in the press around ne and cane to nmy rescue. He stepped beside ne and placed his
hand on ny shoul der; he pointed to me and to the dripping head in nmy grasp-jabbering all the while
in their strange tongue. | was fl abbergasted by his fluency. This was the sane Sinmon whose

I i ngui stic prowess began and ended at the wine list on a French nenu. Even nore astounding, the
bard addressed himsol emmly. Sinon answered qui ckly, unhesitatingly, keeping his hand on ny

shoul der all the while.

This coll oquy continued for a short while, and then the bard nodded slowy, turned to the prince,
and, | suppose, offered his |learned opinion. The prince listened for a nmonment, then raised his
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hand. The bard fell silent. Meldron pulled on his nmustache, scrutinizing me with sharp apprai sal
as if making up his mnd about ne.

"What' s happeni ng?" | asked in a desperate whisper
"Shh!" Si non warned, pinching the side of ny neck to nake nme shut up

Mei dron concluded his runination then, for he waved Si non aside and noved to stand before ne,
towering head and shoul ders over nme. | had no idea what to expect: a sharp dagger thrust in the
ri bs? kiss of welcone? slap in the face? poke in the eye?

He did none of those things. Instead, he reached out to the band that held the eneny's head, took
hold of nmy wist, raised it, and held it up. The head dangl ed grotesquely, dribbling blood from
the raw neck stunp. The prince spoke sone words to all those | ooking on, which included the entire
war host by now, and then he placed his free hand, pal mup, beneath the obscenely dripping head.

Bl ood puddled in his palm And when he had coll ected enough, he took it and poured it over ne.

Di sgust and | oathing churned inside ne; I wanted to vonmit. | wanted to die. But beheld ne fast by
the wist, so | stood in nute agony while he drizzled blood over ny head. Then he | owered his hand
and sneared ny cheeks with the residue.

My flesh crawl ed under his touch.

No sooner had the prince finished, than his bard, Ruadh, |ikew se nmarked ne-reachi ng out,
gat hering bl ood and snearing it down either side of my neck, and over ny heart in a bright, warm
crimson streak.

My repugnant baptismwas far fromfinished. For | was made to endure the sanme appal ling courtesy
at the hands of the entire gathering, as one-by-one each warrior took blood and marked ne with it.
Some splotched ny pale flesh with designs simlar to their own, others sinply left a handprint.
When they had finished, ny upper torso was well-nigh covered in congealing blood. Wrds cannot
express the disgust and abhorrence | endured.

When the last of the warriors had snmeared ne, Meldron released ny wist, turned to the heap of
weapons and ornanents, and selected an itemdiscarding two gold and several silver objects before
settling on a big bronze annband, which he slipped over ny hand and pushed onto nmy upper arm over
my biceps. This done, the conpany erupted in shouts of approval, and | was treated to a solid
thunping, as the warriors pumrelled ne with hearty backsiaps. In all, it was a thoroughly

di sagreeabl e experience. If | could have nelted into a crack in the ground, | surely would have.

Prince Mel dron then began to divide the spoils and plunder anong his nen. Each warrior received
sonet hi ng- an ornanment, or a weapon, some trinket of gold or silver. Everyone hoorayed and | aughed
and made nerry over this, generally behaving |like rowdy children on Christmas norning.

In no tine at all the | oot disappeared. Then the prince renpbunted his horse, cried for his warband
to follow, and they all noved off at a run. Sinon stepped beside nme, grinning. "Wll done,
brother," he said, slapping nme on the back. "You're in."

"Wel|l done, hell! It was awful. | thought | was going to puke." Wth a shock, | realized |I stil
held the warrior's head. | let the gruesone nenento drop to the ground and wi ped ny sticky hand on
ny trousers. | shivered with distaste. "I stink. |'ve got to get cleaned up."

"Pick it up," he ordered flatly.

"I"'mnot carrying that hideous thing around."

Sinon's tenper flared. "Stupid! That hideous thing saved your life just now. You are expected to
bring it back with you."

"What ?" | demanded shrilly. "You nust be out of your mnd!"

He pointed at the head, lying face-up in the grass. "That is the eneny tribe's chanpi on you kill ed-
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"I killed! Wait one minute, Buster, | never killed anyone!
|-

"And if you haven't guessed, you' ve been nade a warrior in Meidryn Maw's warband,” he told ne.
"Now, pick up that head and let's go before we are |l eft behind."

He turned on his heel and, clutching a |ong spear the prince had given him, trotted off after the
others. Wth suprene reluctance, | retrieved the hateful head and ran to catch up with Sinon.
"VWere are we goi ng?"

"Back to the caer," he explained. "It isn't far."

"The caer-what caer? What for?"

"1"I'l explain everything | ater,
behi nd. "

he promi sed. "Believe ne, we don't want to be seen | agging

He ran on and | followed as well as | could, clutching ny life-saving trophy and cursing the day
of nmy birth.

Chapter 14

Caer Mbdornn

The caer turned out to be a sinple tinber fortress atop a flattened hill. The hill soared above a
placid river which neandered through a broad valley in a w de, slow sweep of shining water. As
Si mon had indicated, the king's stronghold was not far fromthe battlefield. Al the sane, | was

breat hl ess and exhausted with running by the tinme we reached the river.

The war band had drawn up at the water's edge to watch the prince, who continued into the river and
hal ted hal fway across, whereupon he withdrew a gold armring from anong those he had collected as
his share of the plunder. He held the armring to the sun, said sonething which | could not
understand, and t hen heaved the golden trinket upriver as far as he could throw. | sawit flash in
the air and plunge without a ripple.

The warriors cheered, and everyone splashed into the water at once. | floundered across the
shal | ow fording place, clinbed the far bank, and nmade ny weary way up the steep hill track to the
caer, last of the troop.

| expected sonething grand and inposing, but | was disappointed. Once we were past the narrow
wooden gate, the caer turned out to be nothing nore than an encl osed canpsite. There were a dozen
or so skin-and-pole tents scattered across the hilltop inside the encircling palisade.

Nunerous fire-rings nmarked the various places where the warriors gathered to eat their neals and
to sl eep.

It was rude and crude, exhibiting none of the magnificence | believed existed in the O herworid.
As far as | could tell, this Meldryn Maw, whoever he m ght be, was nonarch of a npbdest wooden
cattle pen.

Upon our arrival, those who had stayed behind to hold the fort gathered around to hear the juicy
details of the day's exploits fromtheir conrades. It was clear, by the exaggerated excitenent of
all concerned-listener and braggart alike- that the excursion had already taken on a rich luster
of glory.

And I, owing to Sinmon's bald-faced lie, becane the object of a considerable anbunt of this
excitement. Killing a chanpion was powerful stuff, apparently. The way everyone behaved, what with
all the shouting, laughing, and | eaping around, one would have thought |, David, had beaned

Goliath and routed the Phiuistines with nmy slingshot.
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I was poked and prodded, and generally slapped happily fromone end of the canp to the other. M
clothing was examined with curiosity, and the ghastly head in ny grasp made nuch of. Wen at | ast
a huge, brawny warrior, whom| took to be the king's chanpion, approached with spear in hand and,
t hrough pantoninme, offered to spike the head for nme, | gave up ny dubious prize only too gladly.

Wth Prince Meldron |ooking on, the warrior expertly nounted the severed head upon the spear and
drove the shaft into the ground at ny feet. He then seized each of ny arns in his crushing grip
and ki ssed me on both of ny bl ooded cheeks. This seal ed ny acceptance by the warrior band. Al
whooped and hollered as if some great deliverance had been performed anong them And | was treated
to anot her round of backsl aps and t hunpi ngs.

"You are in, ny friend," said Sinon, when the commotion died down sonewhat. Everyone went about
their business and we were left alone for the nonent. "W can rel ax now."

"Good." | regarded nmy gore-sneared torso wth | oathing.
"Can | wash? Is that allowed?"

"Better not. Tonorrow, nmaybe," he said. "It's your initiation badge. Wear it proudly. Mst of
these nen have trained for battle since they were infants, so you're getting off lightly. You
shoul d be grateful."

| cast my eyes upon Sinon's blue-stained body. "But |ook at you, Sinmon. | would never have
recogni zed you."

"This is just war paint," he explained, then extended his arms. "But these are the real thing."
saw that each inner armhad a bold blue tattoo in the distinctive Celtic design of intricate
i nterwoven brai ded whorls. "This one is a salnon," he said proudly, indicating his left arm "And

this one is a stag." He lifted his right armfor ny inspection. "I got them For killing eneny
warriors-five each."

"You've killed ten nen?" | gasped.

"I mght have received a torc for ny kill today," he said, 3onmewhat peevishly. "A chanpion-t hat

was my best one yet."

"Si non, what has happened to you?" | was still shaken by the battle; thescene still fresh in ny
m nd.

"Happened to me?" He snarled, and jerked his thunb at the nearby spear. "If | hadn't done what |
did, it would be your head on the pole right now. Don't you forget it. | saved your life."

"And |'mgrateful, believe me," | insisted. "It's just that-"

"Wandering out on a battlefield Iike that-" he continued angrily. "If the Cruin hadn't killed you
the LIwyddi would have." Sinon stooped to a cloth bundle at his feet, unwapped it, and shook out
a long shirt of fine yellow cloth.

"Who?"

"Clan Cruin," he said, putting his arns into the sleeves of the shirt. "They are the eneny we
fought today. W are the Liwddi." He unrolled a pair of yell ow and-bl ack checked trousers and
drew t hem on.

"What was the fight about?"

"King Meldryn and one of the Cruin kings had a falling out over sonme hunting hounds."” He sat down

cross-1 egged on the ground and began pulling on soft |eather boots.
"Dogs? Did you say dogs?" | plopped down beside him

"The Cruin king said that Meldryn's hunting dogs stank."
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"What! You nean to tell ne that all that-that slaughter was over an insult to sone dogs?"
"Don't be an ass. Of course it is nmore than that. There is honor at stake here."

"Ch, good. Gad to hear it. Dozens of nmen lost their lives today because sonebody said King
Mel dryn has snelly dogs! | don't believe it!"

"Keep your voice down! You don't understand." He |l aced and tied one boot.
"Sorry, Sinon, but | caine this close to getting nurdered out there, and I-"

"You did not," he said flatly, his |ips drawing back fromhis teeth. He glared at me, then

softened. "You shoul d have seen your face," he said with a |augh. "I never saw anyone so scared!
It was priceless.”

"Yeah, thanks."

"Actually," he continued, nore the Sinon | knew, "you were lucky to find us at all. W are going

hone tonorrow. " He laced and tied the renaining boot.
"Why? You nean this isn't the king's fortress?"

"This?" Sinmon dismssed it with an inpatient flick of his hand. "This is just an overni ght
stoppi ng place. Meldryn Maw has hundreds of these scattered fromone end of the realmto the
other. This is just a snmall force nade up of sone of the younger warriors. W are only out here to
avenge the affront to the king's honor, then we go back to Sycharth."

"We?" | heard the unm stakable note of pride in Sinon's voice. | asked himagain: "Sinon, what has
happened to you? Wat is going on here?"

"Not hi ng has happened to ne. As you see, | amfit and happy. | have never felt better inny life."
He turned the question back on nme. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"I don't know. | came to find you," | said, and decided to skip a |lengthy explanation of all 1'd
been t hrough since his disappearance. "There's sone trouble, Sinon. W don't belong here. W' ve
got to find a way to go back-you know, back to the real world."

Simon frowned. | could tell he did not Iike the idea. "That is not going to be easy, chum"

"Maybe not," | allowed, "but we've got to try. And the sooner the better." | began telling him
about the nexus and pl exus and Professor Nettleton's notions about interdependent reality and all
the rest. | finished with a nuch abbreviated version of Nettleton's Unraveling Pl exus Theory and
the danger we were all in because of it.

Sinon listened, staring at the ground the whole tine, his eyes distant and cold. He did not say
anyt hi ng; he just nodded and pulled up a few bl ades of grass which he twirled between his palns. |
could not tell whether what | had said made any inpression on himat all.

"Did you hear me, Sinon?" | asked, when | had finished.
"l heard." He glanced up at nme and flung the grass away inpatiently.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing," he replied. "I told you, I'mfine. Never better."
"Then why the long face? | thought you would be glad to see ne. Really,. it's a miracle that |
found you at all. I still can't believe I'mhere."

"Do they nmiss nme?" he wondered idly.
"OfF course they do! Your parents are worried. They probably even have the police |ooking for you

by now. You'll be an official nmissing person next. I'mtelling you, the sooner we get back, the
better for everyone."
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Si non gl anced away. | thought he woul d nake sone reply. Instead, he began to tell ne about what he
had been doing since crossing over. "It was rough at first," he said, and again | noticed that

odd, distant |ook. "But it was |late sunmmer when | cane here, so | could find fruit and berries to
eat. Wien the Liwyddi found ne, | had been wandering around the hills for-1 don't know how | ong,

weeks at | east.
"A hunting party cane upon me canped by the river

Fromny clothes and all that, they realized | was a stranger, so they hustled ne off to the king.
The Chief Bard took one |look at nme and declared me a visitor fromthe O herworid.

You can imagine the stir that caused.

| nodded, but could not actually imagine any such thing. | could hardly credit what had happened
to ne in the few short hours | had been in this strange worl d.

Si non continued. "I was given a place in the tribe-an honorary nenber. But | had no status, no
nane. "

"No name? Why didn't you tell them your nanme?"

He shook his head slightly. "It doesn't work that way. You have to earn your name here. |'m well
on nmy way to earning a great nane."

I remenbered the old Celtic practice of withholding a person's name until they achi eved sone great
feat or special deed by which a nanme would be reveal ed and conferred. Al so, a person's nanme was
not comon currency to be bandi ed about lightly. Many heroes of |egend held their true name in
secret, never revealing it to anyone | est an eneny get hold of it and cause them harm

"So what do they call you?" | asked, fascinated.

"They call nme Sylfenu. It just neans 'found', because they found ne by the river. Killing the
Crui n chanpi on today woul d have done the trick." He shrugged, and added, "But never mind. |'l|
have anot her chance soon enough."

"They made you a warrior?"

"That was ny choice,” he said. "I reckoned the best way to get to the top was to become a warrior.
A warrior has nore status, nore freedomto come and go, and do as he pleases. Warriors are not
expected to do anything but hunt and fight, and they get all the gold and glory."

"Sounds great," | said. "But they also get killed in pretty short order."

"Sonetines, if they are unlucky," he allowed. "But | have never been unlucky." He grinned
mal i ciously. "You are a warrior too now, don't forget."

"Thanks for remnding ne." | thrust the thought aside. | did not plan on staying | ong enough to
see, let alone participate in, another battle |ike the one | had wi nessed that day. | changed the
subject. "Wy did you throw ny watch away?"

Sinon sinply |aughed. "It would have been trouble if they had seen you with it. Tine neans nothing
here. "

"Where is here, Sinmon? Where are we? What is this place?"

"This is Caer Mddornn," he said, clinbing to his feet. He took up a wi de woven cloth belt of green
and bl ack stripes, and wapped it around his waist, using it to close the front of his shirt.
"Follow e, |'Il show you around."

W wal ked across the conpound, and | identified the missing elenent | had noticed earlier: there
were no wormen at the caer. | mentioned this to Sinon. "OfF course not," he told me. "W are just a
smal | raiding party. Wonen don't tag along on this sort of outing."
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"Ch. Do they tag along other tinmes?"
He arched his eyebrows. "You'll see."

We reached the entrance to the caer and proceeded al ong the narrow path which topped the steep-
sided ditch outside the tinbered wall. W wal ked around the perineter of the hill a short way and
stopped. Below us stretched the broad, shining length of the river we had crossed earlier

"That is the Modornn River," he told ne. "It forns the eastern boundary of Llwddi |ands. On the
ot her side- where we fought today-is Cruin land.”

He turned and continued on a bit further. Wen we stopped, | turned in the direction Sinon pointed
and saw, in the msty, hill-rimed distance, the silver glint of a wi de expanse of water. "Beyond
those hills to the northwest is Myr LIydan, a gulf of considerable size."

W tranped a bit further around the circunference of the caer. | observed that the |and changed,
rising into ragged foothills and pl ateaus. Beyond these, sharp nountai ns towered-range after
range, marching into the distance in ragged ranks until they were lost in cloud and blue m st.
"That is Cethness," Sinon explained sinply. "In the heart of Cethness the LIlwyddi nmaintain a
fortress of stone which has no rival anywhere. It is called Findargad, and it is the ancient seat
of the clan."

| peered at the solid ranks of mountains, blue and hazy on the horizon, and then we noved on. Wen

we stopped again, | saw once nore the gentle hills and the broad river basin, and, behind these,
the dark margi ns of woodl and and forest. "To the south," he said, pointing along the curving

wat erway, "lies Sycharth, Meidryn Maw's pal ace and stronghold. Wth Findargad in the north, and
Sycharth in the south, he rules nost of the Wst."

"The west of what?" | asked.

"Prydain," he replied. "One of the three realns. The others are Cal edon, in the north, and Liogres

in the south.”

I knew these nanes fromthe old, old |legends. "What is it called-the whole thing, all three realns
together-what is it called?"

Si non scanned the vast | andscape shimrering before us. "This," he said, lifting a hand to the
grand panorama, "this is Al bion."

"Albion," | repeated, thinking it extremely odd that O herworld names were known in the manifest
world as well. "But that is historical," | said. "Wy should the O herworld have a historica
connection?"

"Who says it has?" Sinobn countered.

"Well, don't you think it's a little strange that a classical nanme should be known here?"
"You're the Celtic scholar,"” he inforned me. "You work it out. | amnerely telling you what the
peopl e here call this place."”

The Britons of old called their island Alba-and to many it was Alba still. Od Nettles was right,

and | was wong-or, rather, backwards: the O herworid did not have a historical foundation, the
historical world bad an Gtherworldly foundation.

| grasped this truth, was nade weak by the staggering weight of it; and then it slipped from ne,
el usive again and out of reach. But | knew that | had, for the briefest of instants, enconpassed
this revelation: A bion, the prinmal archetype of the Celtic world.

The web between the worlds was wi de and many-stranded. |If Nettles was to be believed-and he had
not led me far astray so far-then this place, this Al bion, was the Formof forms, the origina
pattern for all that flowed into creation of the unique and nmagnificent wonder known as the Celtic
spirit. | should not be overly surprised to discover other remarkable sinmilarities.

Qur circuit conpleted, Sinon and | returned to the caer. Sone of the warriors-not having had their
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fill of excitenent for the day-had begun a westling match. A large circle had fornmed around the
conbat ants, who stood inside the ring:

seven pairs of westlers, each grappling with the other. The nmain idea seemed to be to lift one's
opponent into the air by any neans possi ble and body-slamhimto the ground. By some net hod

could not perceive, the losers were gradually elinnated and the wi nners brought to face each
other. Wen the last two contenders were | eft standing, the wagering began

The exchange was quick and lively, and everyone fromthe prince down placed a bet with one or

anot her of his conmrades. There was so much shouting and jostling, | thought the betting would come
to blows. But, just as quickly as it had begun, the wagering ceased, and the westling began
agai n.

The two in the ring squared off. They circled one another warily, walking on the balls of their
feet, naked linbs glistening. | think they had oiled thenselves to nake gripping nore difficult;
it made themlook as if they were carved of polished marble. Certainly, the finest G eek statues
were never as graceful as the westlers in the ring. Flawl ess, | thought; perfection in notion
One dark-haired, the other fair-but each as inpeccably formed as the other

They revolved slowy, noving in tighter circles, nearer and nearer. Al at once, the fair-haired
man | unged at his opponent's knees, wapping his arms around themand lifting themin the sane
swift nmotion. The dark westler clasped his hands and swung t hem down between his attacker's
shoul der bl ades with a blow | thought woul d have stunned an ox.

I ndeed, the fair-haired man went down on one knee, but did not release his hold. H's dark riva

rai sed his hands above his head, preparing another wallop. The fair westler drove his shoul ders
into his antagonist's stomach; the nman |l et out a trenendous groan and doubl ed over. The |ighter
warrior stood, lifting his dark opponent off the ground-just a little, but enough to throw him off
bal ance. They both fell, then. However, the blonde westler |anded squarely on the dark-haired
warrior w thout touching the ground. The match was over just that quick, and the fair-haired
warrior was accorded the victory.

Catcalls and jeers filled the air, and | gathered fromthe general deneanor of the wagering crowd
that the bl onde man had been the underdog. The bets were settled: rings and arnbands changed
hands, brooches and knives and spears were relinquished to new owners. The wi nners were jovi al
the | osers gracious. Everyone seened blissfully happy with the proceedings.

There was another match then-pitting seven nore pairs agai nst each other and narrow ng the group
to the two best- and then another. | feared it mght go on all night but, as the third match
finished, the crowd broke up and | saw the reason: the cooking fires had been Iit and there was
meat roasting on spits all across the canp. But before the food cane drink: great draughts of a
pal e anber liquid | took to be ale, served in huge cups and bow s and horns and beakers- any sort
of vessel, in fact, that could hold a quantity of Iiquid.

At several strategic places around the caer, large vats had been set up. The warriors clustered
around these vats with their jars, which they filled by plunging theminto the frothy brew Sinon
led ne to the nearest vat, where a copper beaker was thrust into nmy hand by a big burly fell ow
with long brown | ocks, and a yell ow | eather apron w apped around his waist. The man watched ne
keenly, and nmade drinking notions with his hand.

"He is the brewer. He wants you to taste it," Sinmon explained. "Drink up!"

"Cheers!" | said, and lifted the beaker to ny lips. The liquid snelled pleasantly beery, and the
taste was nicely sharp, if a bit sour..l swallowed a nouthful denurely-only to have it get up ny
nose. | sneezed and choked at the same tine, spew ng nost of my nouthful at the brewraster.

The brewer apparently considered this high affirmation of his subtle art. He |aughed out |oud and
cl apped nme on the back with a heavy hand, jarring ne so that | sloshed half the contents of ny
beaker over nyself. The beer baptism conbined with the dried blood spattered over ny torso and ran
down ny belly in ruddy streaks. This nade the jolly brewraster laugh all the nore. He threw back
hi s head and guffawed | oudly.

"Ch, well done," Sinon crabbed. "I can't take you anywhere."
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"You m ght have warned ne," | nuttered, shaking the liquid fromny hands and arns. "Wat is it,
gi nger ?"
"Spruce, | think," answered Sinmon. "It's an acquired taste.”

"You're telling ne."

"l suggest you acquire it as soon as possible. They drink it by the vat around here. You don't
want to be seen stinting."

"God forbid," | murnured, gazing into ny cup. The brewer took this to be a sign that | needed a
top-up. He snatched away ny cup and filled itto the brim gave it to me and nmade his "bottonms up"
sign again. | lifted the cup and quaffed the cool ale, w ping ny nouth on ny bare forearm

The brewmaster refilled ny cup yet again, and Sinon and | withdrew fromthe vat to sit down and

nurse our drinks, and wait for the food. "lIs it like this all the time?" | asked.

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke this-you know, this crazy." | indicated the whooping, hollering clusters of revellers al
around us.

Sinon pursed his lips atny prudi shness. "If you think this is crazy, just wait till you see a rea

victory cel ebration.™

We tended our drinks in silence; | sipped nine slowy, as | was already beginning to feel a buzz
fromthe ale-due to a conbination of shock, exhaustion, spent adrenaline, and an enpty stonmach. W
drank and watched the rosy dusk fade to a stunning twilight. | had never known such a brilliant
evening; it seened to nme that nmy soul expanded to enbrace the shinmering stars as they appeared in
the radiant blue firmament. | saluted each in turn: "Hail, brother! And wel cone. | recognize you."

By the time the food arrived, | was in ny cups. My head all but flopped on ny chest as | forced ny
jaws to chew the neat froma nicely roasted haunch cradled in ny |lap. The meat was savory and
good, but | was too tired to eat nuch of it. |I fell asleep clutching my empty beaker in one hand
and ny unfinished supper in the other. The last thing | remenber was the bright fire | eaping high
into a night grown [oud with singing and | aughi ng.

Chapter 15

Sycharth

| awoke to Sinmon's foot in ny ribs. "Wake up,"” he said, prodding ne with his toe. "W're | eaving."

"What ?" | cane awake with a start-then experienced the sudden inplosion of nmy skull into the enpty
space vacated by ny brain. "Oooh! | drank too nuch!"
Sinmon favored me with his fox-bark laugh. "You'll get used to it-if you live |long enough."

| opened ny eyes and peered blearily around. My cup lay by my head, which rested on the unfm shed
haunch of neat that had been ny supper. Soneone had thrown a cloak over nmy bare torso, but
otherwise | was as | had dropped the night before. |I stank of ale and bl ood-ny body' was stil
daubed with gore. My face was rough; ny eyes felt as if |I had gravel sprinkled under ny eyelids.
My tongue seenmed three tines life size, furred and leathery. My bl adder felt |like a water balloon
filled much too full-any novenent would result in certain disaster

"Kill me now and be done with it," | npaned.

Sinon took me by the armand lifted me to ny feet, where | swayed unsteadily. "I feel like death."
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"Cone on, we can wash in the river."

The sun had just risen and the canp was barely beginning to stir as we nade our way out the gate
and down the steep track to the fording place. A few warriors were al ready washi ng downstream
where the water was deeper, standing hip deep in the ice-cold stream scrubbing thensel ves
furiously.

"Cet those clothes off," Sinmon said, stripping quickly.

| folded the cloak and put it on a rock, then slipped out of ny shoes, socks, and bl ood-stained
trousers. The nearest warriors observed nmy underpants with interest-1 guessed boxer shorts had yet
to become a fashion force. | whisked these off as well and stunbled into the freezing water,
slipping awkwardly over the round, |oaf-sized stones.

Si non had waded out a fair way, and was ducking and dousing hinself with great gusto. Sone of the
warriors called out to him and fromthe way they spoke to himl could see that he was a favorite.

Meanwhi l e, | edged cautiously deeper into the river-the water pricking nmy flesh |ike ice needles.
A nearby warrior waded over to ne and, grinning and gesturing, handed inc what | took to be a
rock. It turned out to be a chunk of tawny soap, which snelled of tall ow and sone sort of herba
fragrance | could not place. He took the chunk back and showed me how to | ather up. | suppose from
the nystified expression on ny face, he surnmised | had never seen soap

He washed hinself thoroughly and with a zeal that approached fanaticism Wen he'd finished, he
rinsed hinsel f, handed nme the soap once nore, and retreated to the riverbank. | had barely begun
soapi ng nmysel f when the warrior returned with a small curved bl ade that | ooked Iike a seashell. It
was a razor. Wth much grimacing and gesturing he showed me how to shave with it. He rubbed the
back of his hand agai nst my di sgraceful stubble and clucked his tongue, then pressed the slender
bl ade into ny hand and spl ashed away.

Once | got used to the water, | began scrubbing away, grateful for the luxury of soap to rid ny
hi de of its odious markings. Watching ny reflection in the water, | managed to shave wi t hout
slitting ny throat. | passed soap and razor on to a waiting warrior when |I finished, and found

mysel f much refreshed for a thorough scraping and scouri ng.

The horror of the previous day's battle disappeared with the rusty stain streaming fromny |inbs;
all fear and disgust dissolved in the blessed bath and flowed away. In no tine, it seened as if
the carnage of the day before had never happened, as if the slaughter was but a troubled dream
that evaporated in dawn's clear light. | washed and felt absolutely reborn.

I ndeed, | cannot renenber ever spending a better tinme bathing: the air was crisp and clean, the
day fresh as the first day of creation. The sun was warm and the western breeze soft and |ight.
The clear water sparkled where the warriors sported and spl ashed, and the sound of their voices as
they hailed one another filled ne with contentment.

I lay back in the water and floated for a while, thinking:
This is me in the Gherworid, and |'mtaking a bath. I'msw nming. |I'm happy.

Sinon returned fromhis swmand said, "W should go up if we want sonmething to eat. W'IlIl be
| eavi ng soon. "

I found ny clothes and, though | |oathed putting the filthy things back on, dressed, and foll owed
Sinon up to the caer. Breakfast was hard brown bread and cold neat fromthe night before, washed
down with nore ale. | went easy on the ile, but wol fed down the bread and neat.

Then someone bl ew a | ong, sharp blast on a horn, and we |ecanped. Prince Meidron and his bard
nmoved out first, followed by the other nounted warriors. The rest of us trailed al ong behind on
foot. Three wagons bearing supplies nd weapons caine after. W did not nove in ordered ranks, but
ranged as we woul d-in clunps of two or three or nore, tramping easily and rapidly through the | ow,
wi de valley ~long the riverside trail

We wal ked a good while, and sonme of the warriors began to sing. Al though | could not understand
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the words, | enjoyed their strong voices and the obvious pleasure they took in singing. The sun
rose higher and it felt good on ny bare skin. As | wal ked, a contentnent | had never known, and
never woul d have believed coul d exist, drew over ne, enfolded ne.

What would | give, | asked nyself, to stay with these people forever?

The thought was ridicul ous, of course. |I could not stay- would not stay a nonent |onger than
necessary. | had conme to find Sinon, had found him and now nust find a way back to the rea
wor | d.

"Where are we going?" | asked, falling into step beside Sinon.

"We are returning to Sycharth."
"The king's place," | said.
"Yes, the king's place."

"Is it far?"

"Ni ne days," he told ne matter-of-factly.

"Wl ki ng?"

"Wl ki ng, " he confirned.

"Somet hi ng wong?" He gave nme a sidelong glance. "Another engagenent?"

"It isn't that. But-"

"l suppose wal king is beneath you."

"Gve nme a break! 1'mnew here, okay? | only wanted to know what's going on."

Si non frowned, but did not reply.

"What's got into you, Sinon? | thought you would be glad to see nme. Instead, you act as though
was your kid sister with a bad case of snallpox or sonething."

"Sorry," he grunted, but did not nean it.

"That's it, isn't it?" | told him "You wish I'd stayed away. But now |I'm here and you're afraid
I"mgoing to spoil your good tinme. Well, too bad, but I'mhere and you'll just have to get used to
it."

He stopped wal king and jerked ne around to face him

"Look!" he said through gritted teeth. "Get this straight: | did not ask you to conme here. | did
not ask anyone to rescue ne. | can |look out for myself. But now that you are here, | strongly
advise you to take it easy. | saved your neck once; | may not be able to save it again. CGot that?"

"Loud and clear."

" CGood. "

"But I'mnot staying, Sinmon. Neither are you. W've got to go back-as soon as possible. The |onger
we stay, the worse it gets." | rem nded himof our previous discussion about the dangers of
messi ng about in the Gherworid. "It isn't safe, Sinon. W could be doing irreparabl e danmage."”

"I see," he replied, nodding slowy. "You mean that just by being here our presence could change
things. If we change things here it would change things in the real world."

"Right-and there's no telling what could happen." | was glad Sinon understood so readily. "W have
to fnd out where the next portal is, and when it's open."
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"That m ght not be so easy," he said.

"Coul dn't we ask what's-his-nanme-Ruadh, the prince's bard?"

Si mon gave a slight dism ssive shake of his head. "Look," he said reasonably, "leave it with ne."
" But - "

"Just until we reach Sycharth. W can't do anything until then, anyway. Gve it a few days, okay?
In the nmeantine, take it easy. Have a | ook around. You might get to |like the place."

"Well. . . ," | paused, gazing at the bright world around nme, "all right. | suppose it wouldn't
hurt anything to wait a few days."

"Good," he said, flashing his fanpbus snile. "Leave it to ne."

"You'll take care of it?"

"I"l'l take care of it," he assured ne. | felt the weight of responsibility Iift frommy shoul ders.

"Don't worry. It's really a fabulous place. It's paradise."

So we began our march through that shining valley, the silvery Mddornn flowing in clear,
glinrering ripples beside us. It was, as Sinon said, a fabul ous world-so fresh and unspoil ed,

i mmacul ate and alive with beauty. The scenery noved ne to rapture. As we wal ked al ong, | would
catch a glinpse of mist-clouded hills, blue in the distance, or a stretch of sparkling silver

wat er sweeping slowy around a stand of supple white birches. The sight of a brown speckled trout

| eaping in the water, or yellow lichen grown thick on a bl ue-black stone, or the sound of birdsong
falling fromthe clear sky above. .. stopped ne in my tracks.

| swear, nore than once tears came to ny eyes. My breath caught in my throat, and ny heart was
pierced tinme and again by pangs of |onging-a hunger for conpleteness akin to worship. For, nerely
wal ki ng through that perfect glen, | was rem nded of ny gross poverty of spirit. That sinple
natural beauty could nove ne so, struck nme as both a revelation and a shane. Was | really so
bereft of wonder in ny life that the sight of a sun-dappled hillside could provoke such powerful
feelings?

In this radiant paradise of a world | felt deeply the privation of years of wandering through life
blind to the beauty around ne. And | regretted it bitterly. I was a blind man granted sight, and
both cherished the gift and | anented the waste and ignorance that it revealed. | wal ked as one
drunk through a land at once alien and intinmate in the snallest detail

More than once, | caught nyself nmuttering aloud: "This is it! This is howit is supposed to be."

Al t hough, if anyone had asked me what | nmeant by that, | could not have answered. The experience
was still too new, too fantastic for nme to nmake rational sense of it. | could only wal k and
wonder .

And, as | walked, | felt the ineluctable tide-pull of the Gherworld' s allure begin to bear ne
away. It wielded an irresistible enchantnent; and the nore | saw of its splendors, the weaker grew
my will to resist. | became a willing captive to its charns, and soon found the very thought of
returning to the nanifest world intolerable. So much so that | stopped thinking about returning
and sinmply gave nmyself up to the splendor and richness of all | saw around ne.

For seven days we traversed the generous Vale of Mdornn, followi ng the river south, noving

qui ckly, canping beside the river at twilight and hurrying on at daybreak. At the end of the
seventh day's march, the valley spread and flattened to marsh and neadow and bounded by woodl ands
whi ch covered the gently rolling hills. W left the river and struck off across country. At dusk
on the ninth day, we came in sight of King Meldryn Maw's southern fortress:

Sychart h.

The settlement stood a little above the flat land, on a bluff overlooking the sea. The place was
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enormous; it could be seen fromfar away: a splendid crown surmounting the hilltop, glowing red in
the fiery light of the setting sun like a city carved of genstone. Even froma distance, it
appeared the seat of a great and powerful Kking: inposing, grand, form dable. And yet, sonehow,
hospitable-as if the man who rul ed such a place could be approached with sone expectation of

wel cone.

The sl opes leading to the caer had been cleared for fields, in which |aborers toiled to ready the
earth for spring planting. As the warband approached, the farners downed tools and ran to greet us
on the trail. Fromthe warnth of the reception, | guessed that nore than a few of the farners were
kinsmen to warriors.

We continued on up the trail to the caer, and had al nbst reached the entrance, when out through
the w de-open gates rushed a wel coning party of wonen and children. The warriors on horseback

di smount ed and were instantly surrounded. Those of us on foot trooped along to join themand were
accorded the sane enthusiastic greeting-Ilaughing enbraces, children taking our hands, and garl ands
of spring flowers placed around our necks. It was the sort of homeconi ng one al ways i magi nes, but
whi ch never happens in real life.

"I's everyone so young?" | wondered, seeing no one above a robust and youthful m ddl e age anong the
wel coming party. | turned to Sinon with a sudden inspiration. "Doesn't anyone grow old here?"

Sinon, winking at an arresting young lady with | ong chestnut tresses, confirmed ny suspicion. "Not
exactly. They seemto live forever-at |east, they don't age |ike we do." Then he grew suddenly
earnest, turned and | ooked nme full in the face. "You won't get any older, either, as long as
you're here. Think of that."

Never grow ol d! Before | could ponder the inplications of this staggering revelation, the crowd
began noving. W were all but lifted up and carried bodily into the caer. | resisted the surge,
staying well back to the last; and as others streamed around nme | turned away. The gl eanmi ng arc of
a wide sea armshone darkly to the south, now deep violet in the dusky light. Yes, think of it, I
told nmyself. Think Iong and hard, Lewis! Wiat would you give to live forever in this shining |and!

Forever! | stood dunbfounded at the possibility, trying to take it in, and Sinon stepped beside
ne.
"That's Muir dain,” he informed ne, mstaking ny dazed expression for awe. "It is a sea estuary.

The king's shipyard is in the inlet just there-" he pointed in the direction of the river
"bet ween Sycharth and the Mdornn."

He turned away quickly and hurried to join the festive crowd trooping up to the caer. | followed
reluctantly, all at once a little uncertain of nmy reception. Sinon's words reninded nme how nuch a
stranger | was after all. | bluffed away my uneasi ness by scrutinizing the prem ses.

Two high tinmber walls extended out fromthe towering palisade. The track passed between these
wal | s before reaching the gate, formng a perilous bottleneck for any attacking force. Though
black with age, the tinbers were stout and in excellent repair-a secure haven for a powerful
nmonar ch.

We passed through the tall tinber gate and energed onto a flat, grass-covered yard, |arge enough
to hold an arny. Al along the perineter of the yard stood | ow round stone houses with steep

thatched roofs. Sonme of these houses were |arger than others, but nost were small, little nore
than sl eeping quarters, | surmsed. | also saw anong the houses two | arge blong structures, and,
fromthe snmoke rising through the :entral snoke hole, | guessed that these were cookhouses

~ont ai ni ng the kitchens and ovens and fire-pits.

Across this yard rose the high-peaked gol den thatch of the king's hall: a massive barn of a

buil ding, easily dwarfing all surrounding it, made of oak beanms and stone infill. The chinks were
stuffed with green and orange npbss, giving the walls a peculiar velvety appearance. Two doors

| arge enough for horsemen to ride through two abreast stood open; and, before the doors, two great
stone pillars fromthe top of which flamed two fires in huge iron baskets. The surface of the
pillars were graven top to bottomwi th the npbst fantastically intricate designs-the heads and
bodi es of birds and beasts interlaced in endlessly el aborate knots and whorls.

We assenbled in the yard before the fire pillars, where we were greeted by a happy throng of the
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king's subjects, and by the king hinself, no less, in a handsone chariot. He appeared at the far
end of the yard and drove towards the throng, the spokes of the chariot wheels glinting and the

pl uned heads of the matched team of black horses tossing proudly as he cane. Fromthe nonent he
stepped down fromthe chariot platform | could not take my eyes off him Authority and dom nance
streaned fromhim he noved with suprene confidence and sel f-possessi on-a nountai n anchored to the
center of the Earth could not be nore secure. H's nmere physical presence was a command: honor ne,
obey ne.

Mel dryn Mawr - hi s name neant Gol den Warrior, as near as | could work out in ny rudinentary Cdt, and
the epithet "Maw " designhated him"Geat"-a great golden warrior king, much revered and honored
anong his people. And golden he was: the flashing torc on his neck was made fromthree thick
strands of braided gold; his belt was a glittering sash of gol den di sks woven in a cunning fish-
scale pattern; his well-mnuscled arns sported wide rings of red gold in the shape of entw ned
serpents with glowi ng eyes of ruby; his cloak was yellow, with white enbl ens and edgework, shot
through with threads of gold; the sword at his hip was gol dhi ked. Behind the king stood a youth,
bearing a round white shield, with a rimand center boss of white gold, and a long spear with a

bl ade of burni shed gol d.

To observe this great king was to gaze upon the sun. H s radi ance dazzled and his magnificence
burned. He was exquisite and awesonme in his splendor: fair-haired, his |long |l ocks gathered in a
manly queue, his nustache full and flowi ng, his dark eyes cal mand grave. Ml dryn Maw's features
di spl ayed his nobl e bl oodline: high handsone forehead, straight nose, firmjaw and chin, straight
dark brows, and bol d cheekbones.

And when he opened his nouth to speak, the voice that issued forth was the voice of a very god-
deep and nellifluous, tinged with warnth and hunor, and bold in the strength of its authority. |
had no doubt that such a voice, when raised in anger, could command the very el ements thensel ves.
But then, | had not yet heard his Chief Bard, Olathir, speak

The king's bard stood close at his right hand, but a hal f-step behind. Like Ruadh, the Chief Bard
wore a sinple garb of dun brown, although his cloak was rich purple and his brooch was gold, and
he wore a slender torc of gold also. He was a tall, dour-Ilooking nman, who, al one anbng the
citizens of the caer, seenmed to have any age at all~ not old, certainly not elderly, but
possessing that air of imrense gravity and dignity which sonmetines cones to nmen of august age.
Proud and solemm and wise, Olathir stood serene beside the king, every inch as regal and inposing
as any nonarch. | had no doubt that here, truly, stood a chanpion anbng bards.

The king nade a |level, sweeping motion with his armand the assenbly fell silent. He spoke
briefly; every now and then a word or two sounded famliar to me and I guessed that he was issuing
words of wel cone. And then Prince Midron approached; the two cl asped one another's arns and
enbraced. The prince said sonmething and turned to indicate the warrior band, whereupon the
prince's bard stepped up before the king and, placing a fold of his cloak over his head, began
singing loudly in a strange, jerky chant.

| saw Sinon standi ng nearby, so, as unobtrusively as possible, |I sidled closer. "'Wat's going
on?" | whispered.

"Ruadh is reciting the battle for the king," Sinon answered.

"What does he know about it? He wasn't there," | said. "Neither of them showed up until it was

over."
"Of course they were there. They watched the whole thing fromthe hilltop."
"What's he sayi ng?"

"He's telling the king and the people that we are brave and invincible, that courage flows in our
veins, that we are bears in battle-that sort of thing." He paused and the bard chanted sonme nore.
"Now he's describing the battle itself- what kind of day it was, the glen where it took place, how
many eneny there were, all that."

I nodded. "I see." The bard chanted a good while | onger and then stopped. The ki ng spoke again,
hol ding up his hands in a proclamatory way. "Now what's happeni ng?"
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"The king is declaring his honor restored, thanks to the adm rable deeds of his warriors. He is
calling for a feast to be held in our honor."

I liked the sound of that. | was hungry fromwal king all day. "Qutstanding!" | whispered. "Lead ne
toit."

"The feast is tonorrow," Sinon infornmed ne sourly. "Tonight we rest.”

Accordingly, after little nore than a bit of bread and a swi g of warm beer taken where we stood,
we all shuffled off to bed. Those warriors who had wives and famlies went to their hones; the
remai nder of us found other places. Sinon and | nade our way to one of three long, |owroofed
buil di ngs- the Warriors' Houses, he called themto wap ourselves in wool en cloaks and |ie upon
pall ets of fresh straw

In the soft darkness, which ebbed and flowed with the sea swell of the warriors' breathing, | have
seldom felt so sheltered and secure as | did that night; nor known so rich and deep a rest. Wthin
the walls of the Great King's stronghold, anong men who woul d give blood and life for one another
wi t hout hesitation, | slept. And woke before dawn, thinking: "Wat would | give to wake anbng such
men al ways?"

Chapter 16

Llys Meidryn

Wth daylight the caer leaped to life. The soft night faded in a fiery dawn, and Sycharth's
i nhabi tants shook off their |anguor and hastened to prepare the feast which their king had

procl ai ned. Sinon had di sappeared and | didn't feel like sitting alone in the Warriors' House. So,
wrapped in nmy borrowed cloak, | wandered where | would, making nyself famliar with the lay of the
| and.

Wherever | | ooked | saw soneone-nman, wonan, or child-bustling about sone task. There was not an

i dl e hand anywhere, except nine. No one gave nme anything to do, or even seened to take notice of
me- al t hough | caught some of the children gawking at nme when they thought | wouldn't see.

Sycharth was even |larger than | first thought, sheltering perhaps a thousand people. There were
three main sections: one of storehouses and granaries, one of |ivestock pens, one of artisans' and
craftsmen's quarters. And, scattered throughout, the dwelling places of the inhabitants, huddled
together in randomclusters, usually three or nore around a central cookhouse or kitchen. Threads
of silvery snoke wafted up through the reed thatch of the cookhouses; the snells seeping into the
air nmade ny enpty stonmach grunble.

Every corner of the caer pulsed with sound and activity: fromthe dull chunk of wood bei ng chopped
to the sharp squeal of pigs being slaughtered, and al ways, everywhere, the voices of the |aborers
lifted in song-the fortress itself seened to sing with a cheerful tumult. | neandered here and
there, sanpling the happy sounds, ny fondness for the uncluttered sinplicity of life in the caer
growing with every step

There were no streets as such, just a tangle of narrow | anes | acing several w der pathways
together. Al of the w der pathways were lined with a triple track of dressed stone, which at
first puzzlied ne, until | tunbled to the fact that in seasons of rain the hooves of horses and the
wheel s of wagons woul d sink into the nmud w thout this sinple paving.

The various structures appeared to be in excellent repair; the livestock pens were full of fat

pi gs, sheep, and cattle; the artisans' huts were well stocked with goods-all indicating an

i ndustrious and prosperous tribe. Even after the nost casual perusal, | could well believe Sinmon's
boast that the LIwddi were the pre-eminent clan in the |and.

This informal survey of the caer occupied ne until well past md-norning. Then my grow i ng stonach
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got the better of me, and | returned to the Warriors' House to find Sinmon waiting for me-sonmewhat
nervously. "Were have you been?" he demanded.

"Nowhere," | told him "Just out wal king around."

He turned and retrieved a bundle froma nearby pallet. This he placed in ny hands, saying, "Put
these on and be quick about it."

| untied the bundle and unfolded a pale blue shirt, a pair of dark green trousers with thin red
stripes, a brown woven cloth belt, and a pair of the short, soft |eather boots, or buskins, which
the Ll ywddi wore. Every itemwas new, and finely nade. G ad to be free of nmy own filthy trousers,
| shucked them off and prepared to pull on the new ones.

"The underpants, too," Sinon intoned. "Get rid of them™

"But-" | hesitated.
"They'll only make you m serable. Anyway, you don't need them"
Dubi ously, | discarded my boxer shorts. True, | hadn't had a change of underpants for days, so it

was no great loss; but | doubted Sinon's assertion that | wouldn't need them | was also a little
sorry to see ny good hiking shoes go. The soft boots, or buskins, |ooked confortabl e enough, but I
knew |I'd miss a stout arch and good, hard sole.

Nei ther the shirt nor the trousers had buttons or |aces of any kind, so Sinon showed ne how to
wap the long ~hirtwai st and cinch the trousers with the wi de belt, which he wound around ny
mddle twice and tied in front. The shirt and trousers-siarc and breecs, according to Sinon-were
on the billow side, but the buskins fit as if they had been nade to order for nme.

When |'d finished, Sinon stepped back and gave ne a ritical once-over. He pronounced the effect
acceptable, if riot exactly sartorially stunning. "That's better. You'll do."

Then he took up another bundl e and shook out a bright range cl oak, which he proceeded to arrange
about nmy thoulders. "You fold it like this," he said, showing ne how it was done. "Then you pin it
to hold it in place... like so." He passed a crude bronze pin through the folds at ny |eft

i houl der. "Sorry about the brooch."

"That's all right. | don't nmind."

"Thing is, if you want a better one you have to earn it. Brooches are a sign of rank around here-
the sane with torcs and nost other baubles."

"CGold for kings, silver for princes, copper for chieftains, and soon," | replied, reciting a bit
of Celtic lore.

"That's right," he said with a satisfied nod, "but there are many subtle degrees having to do with

si ze, design, worknmanship, and so on. It isn't difficult, you'll catch on."
"Sinon," | said seriously, "how do you know so much?" This question had been sinmering at the back
of my brain ever since | had clapped eyes on Sinon on the battlefield. I had not been able to put

words to it until just now "How have you nanaged it in such a short tinme?"
He rai sed one quizzical eyebrow "Wat are you babbling about?"

"Well, look at you-you're a warrior, you've fought in battles, you know everything about life
here, you speak the language |like a native. How is that possible? You' ve only been here a couple
nont hs. "

"I have been with Can LIwdd four years," Sinon responded sol emmly.

"Four years! You can't-" | began, and stopped short. Tine in the Gherworld was not the sane as
time in the real world. Each world marked tinme differently, and there was no correspondence
between themat all. Mnutes mght be years, years mght be hours, might be decades, m ght be

seconds, m ght be centuries. Wwo could tell?
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This was a fact well docunented in the literature of folklore, but | had not fully credited it
until now. | felt a pang of dread at the thought that time was passing independently on the other
side. What would await us when we returned?

Si mon puckered his lips irritably. "Now what's w ong?"

Thrusting my anxiety aside, | grinned back at him "Nothing. | feel like a real Cdt now " | said.
"This is great."

"d ad you think so."

| caught a slight undercurrent of waspi shness to his words. "Wy? Wat's up?"
"The king is holding court today, and he wants to see you."

"He does? Real | y?"

"You' re high on the agenda, chum™

"I didn't know he knew | was even here."

"Ch, he knows," Sinobn confirmed flatly. "If Meldron hadn't told him Ruadh woul d have. You killed
t he Crui n chanpi on-renmenber ?"

"Ch, that."

Sinon fixed me with a stern and serious stare. "Look, |et us have no m sunderstandings, right? You
killed the champion. You have to go along with that, do you understand? You will only enbarrass
yourself and the other warriors if you deny it now. And it could get you into a |lot of trouble.”

"Al right, Sinmon. If that's the way you want it. But what's the big deal ?"

"I'"'mnot going to argue with you. You don't know the first thing about what goes on here. Just do
as | say. This is for your own good, believe ne."

"Fine. Wonderful. 1'll do as you say."

I must have | ooked anxi ous, because Sinmon grinned suddenly and gave nme a punch on the arm "Don't

worry. 1'l1 be right beside you the whole tinme. Ready?"

"Ready as I'll ever be," | said, and then added, "There is just one thing."

"What now?"

"I know this probably isn't the tine," | nmuttered hesitantly. "But we've got to tal k about going
back-back to the real world. You said to wait till we got to Sycharth, and- well, we're here.

Maybe we shoul d say sonething. to the king."

"You're right," Sinon replied. For an instant, | thought he was going to be reasonable. "This
isn't the time. W'll talk to the king after the feast. Come on, enjoy yourself a little, Lew s.
Rel ax, will you? W'Ill get this all sorted out.”

"Al'l right," | agreed reluctantly. "After the feast."

"Let's go, then." Sinon turned and led me fromthe | odge. W nmade our way to the king's hall
retraci ng our steps of the night before, and | noticed that the nearer we canme, the busier the

bustle. In the yard before the king's hall, [ong boards had been set up on trestles, w th benches
flanking either side. A troop of men and boys was constructing a small pyram d of oaken casks in
the center of the yard. Several dozen warriors lingered near the entrance to the hall. And there

were a score or nore horses tethered at the far end of the grassy expanse.

Si non saw ne eyeing the horses and said, "Sone of Meldryn Mawr's chieftains have come to the
ilys.”
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"Llys" is an old Briton word for court-designating either the place of nmeeting, or the neeting
itself. It was, | knew, often sonething of an occasion. Legal business was conducted, conmerce and
trade transacted, and personal squabbles and m sfortunes set to rights. Anyone with a gripe or

gri evance coul d approach the seat of judgnent and speak his piece before the king, who would nete
out the required justice. Aking's word was the |aw of the realm the only |law his people knew.
Fortunes could be nade or lost, lives forever changed, depending on the disposition of the King.

That | should be included in this high drana sent alternating waves of dread and excitenent
coursing through nme: What did the king want with me? What woul d he say? Wiat would | say? | found
it difficult to abide by Sinon's dictumto relax; enjoying nyself was right out of the question
We paused at the entrance to the hail, and Sinbn cast a

qui ck l ook at the sun. "They will begin soon," he said. "W'd better go inside and take our
pl aces." He checked ny appearance one last tinme. "Too bad we didn't have tine for you to shave."

"Ch, sure, nowyou tell .nme," | rmunbled, rubbing ny bristly chin, suddenly self-conscious, and
peeved at Sinon for not taking better care of ne.

We passed between the stone pillars, acknow edging the warriors loitering near the entrance-sone
called out to us, and Sinon answered them There was |aughter all around. | guessed the joke was
at nmy expense, but | smiled nervously and nodded. And we proceeded.

A huge, fierce-looking warrior stood in the entrance, inposing the proper reverence upon those who
entered. At a word from Sinon, the nuscled giant noved aside to let us pass. There was no
m st aki ng the glance of disdain he paid ne as | passed beneath his sight; clearly he considered ne
no chanpion-killer. "That is Paladyr," Sinon explained. "Meldryn's chanpion. Geat chap.”

The hall was cool and dark. Wen ny eyes adjusted to the dimlight which slipped fitfully through
the slit w ndows, | saw what appeared to be a grove of trees-these were the great tinber colums
supporting the roof beans. Each colum was carved with the endl ess knotwork of Celtic design. A
gigantic hearth yawned cold and dark, |ike an open pit, taking up one end of the vast room
Opposite the hearth, a wooden partition enclosed the far end of the hall; this | took to be the
royal quarters.

Before the partition stood a circul ar dais made of stone, around which stood seven iron poles from
whi ch seven torches flared. And upon the dais was a huge chair, which appeared to have been carved
of a single massive piece of black wood. The wood was ornanented with innunerabl e gold disks
bearing a spiral pattern. In the flickering light of the torches, the disks appeared to be
revolving slowy. The illusion of novenent nmade the chair seema living thing-an ani mate object
with its owm power and will.

There were at | east a hundred peopl e gathered near the dais, standing together in small clusters,
speaki ng softly. Sone held objects in their hands-here a folded length of cloth, there an ornate
weapon, elsewhere a fine bow or dish-gifts for the king, | supposed. | wi shed | had brought
sonet hing too

| didn't have long to dither over this, for, as we took our places tO one side of the assenbly, a

| oud, blaring note-like the blat of a ram s horn-sounded in the hall. From behind the partition
stepped the king's bard, who ascended the dais and cane to stand before us. He took a fold of his
cloak and placed it over his head, then raised his hands. | saw that he held a long staff, or rod,

the head of which gleanmed darkly in the torchlight. Holding the rod | engt hwi se above his covered
head, he began to speak in firm sonewhat threatening tones.

| tossed a questioning glance to Sinon, who answered, "The Chief Bard is rem nding us that the
word of the king is law and that his judgments are absolute."

When the bard finished, he took his place at the right hand and a little behind the king's chair.
The horn sounded again and Meidryn Mawr hinself appeared, a very Sun King: his clothing was

i mmacul ate, and his countenance brilliant. He was dressed all in crinson-shirt, trousers, and
buskins. His golden fish-scale belt flashed in every facet; the rings on his hands glinted with
genms. In addition to his torc, the king wore a crown, which appeared to have been nmade of oak-

| eaves and twi gs dipped in gold. H's dark eyes scanned the throng before him confident and w se
The force of his presence filled the entire hail, drawing all attention to him | could not |ook
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avay.

When the king had been seated, Prince Mel dron ascended the dais and draped a bl ack bearskin cl oak
over his father's shoulders. The prince then bent to touch the instep of his father's foot, and
withdrew to take his place with the other chieftains. | saw Ruadh step forward to stand besi de
Prince Mel dron.

At a nod fromthe king, Alathir raised his wooden staff and struck it against the stone three
tinmes. Then he pointed to the first of the petitioners, a tall, heavily built nan of inposing

nm en, who stalked to the dais and stretched out his hands to offer his gift: a fine new bow and a
qui ver of silver-pointed arrows.

The king inclined his regal head in acceptance of the gift, and the man began stating his

busi ness. After listening a nmonent, Sinon whispered, "This is Rhiogan of Caer Dyifryn, one of

Mel dryn Maw's chieftains on the eastern border. He is asking for the king's permssion to raid
the Vedeii-that's a Cruin tribe-across the river." Sinon paused and |listened some nore. "It seens
the Vedeii raided | ast autumm and stole sone cattle. He wants the cattle back, and an equal nunber
in puni shnent . "

The king heard this request, lacing his fingers fromtime to tinme. Wen Rhiogan finished speaking,
Mel dryn replied, asking a few questions which his chieftain answered sinply, wthout el aboration.
Then he turned to Alathir, whispered sonething into his ear, and sat back

Alathir then spoke out the king's nessage to the chieftain. "Wat's he saying?" | asked,
f asci nat ed.

"He is relaying the king's judgnent-permission to raid is granted, provided that the king receives
a share of the spoils."

"Is that fair?" | wondered al oud.

"It is not a matter of fairness,"” Sinon explained. "This way, if the king shares the plunder, he
al so takes responsibility for the raid-the blame falls on him Then, if the Vedeii nake trouble
over this, they have Meldryn Maw to answer to, not just Rhiogan."

"So the king is authorizing retaliation in his nane."
"Essentially."

The |l ord seened pleased with this decision and nmounted to the dais. He noved to the king, knelt,
and, | eaning close, placed his head against the king's chest-like a child seeking confort fromits
nmot her. It was, despite the curious posture, a npbst poignant gesture.

The next petitioner was not one of Meldryn's lords, but a bard froma holding to the north, who
sought pernission to attend a gathering of bards in a neighboring realm The request was, |

| earned, a formality observed not so nmuch out of deference to the king, but out of respect for
Al athir-who woul d be attending the gathering in any case.

The third supplicant was a farmer from Meldryn's own hol di ng who sought the king's aid in clearing
a patch of bottomland, a process which included draining a bit of marsh. This was clearly beyond
the farmer's capacity as he would need a great deal of help to get the land ready by planting
time, which was rapidly approaching.

The king, through his bard, blessed the enterprise-for a nodest return in kind-and offered the
| abor of fifty warriors under the direction of a Gwddonto acconplish the task

"What's a Gwddon?" | asked Sinmon, when he had explained the situation to ne.

"It's a type of bard. There are several different kinds, degrees actually~ From Penderwdd-that is
the Head Druid, or Chief Bard-on down to Mabinog, which is a pupil or apprentice. The Gwyddon is
an expert on anything to do with land or cattle; he's also the nearest thing to a physician around
here. "
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Wheel s within wheels, | thought. Even sinple societies had bureaucracies.

The next clai mant stepped forward and an audi bl e hush fell upon the throng. Those in the foreranks
noved aside fromthe nman; fromthe way everyone behaved, he appeared to be a crimnal. Sinon
whi spered, "This should be good."

"Who is it?"
"It is Balorgain,” Sinon replied with wicked glee. "He is a nobleman of Meldryn Maw's |ineage. He
killed one of Meldryn's kinsmen in a fight, so he's been exiled for the |last few years."

"What's he doing here?"
"Watch and see." Sinpbn's eyes glinted with keen, alnbst mal evol ent interest.

The king regarded the noble with obvious contenpt, although for his part | thought Bal orgain
seenmed genuinely contrite. He stood before the king with his hands at his sides. The Chief Bard
sai d sonething, a question. The nan responded in a |ow voice. | saw the king's face freeze; the
line of his nmouth flattened, his eyes went hard.

"Balorgain's got guts, I'll give himthat," Sinon said. "He m ght have been killed on sight."
"What's goi ng on?"

"He has cl ai ned naud of the king," he explained. "It is-

"I know what it is," | whispered back. | had encountered the word before: a legal termfor asylum
or refuge. Anong the ancient Celts, a nobleman had the right to claimnaud, or sanctuary, excusing
himfroma puni shment. Interestingly, the claimof naud carried with it a noral obligation on the
part of the king to grant it. By sone obscure logic, for a nonarch to refuse naud when it had been
asked would transfer the guilt for the crime to the king.

Apparently, Balorgain had returned and slipped unseen into the court of exile, seeking naud. I|f
granted, the crime would be forgiven and plucky Balorgain would be free to return to |ife anpng
his people. O course, Meidryn Maw, who had decreed the exile in the first place, was not happy
about this. But, great king that he was, he sinply whispered the words to Qlathir, who pronounced
Bal orgain's claimof naud granted. And Balorgain strolled fromthe halla free nman.

The next few cases were mnor disputes between nei ghboring tribes-the nbost interesting of which

i nvol ved an adulterous affair between a married wonman from one hol ding and a single man from

anot her. The conplaint was resolved by requiring the single man to rei nburse the cuckol ded husband
to the tune of three cows, or ten sheep, whichever the husband preferred. The wayward wi fe,
however, did not escape punishnent. For the husband was granted permission to take a concubine
shoul d he ever choose to do so.

Mei dryn Maw seened to |l ose interest in the proceedings then, and scanned the room for sone
diversion. H s eyes turned to where Sinon and | stood waiting. He inclined his head in our
direction, and G lathir beckoned us to the dais

"That's us," breathed Sinon. "Here we go."

Sinmon led me to the foot of the dais. W had no gift, so we did not offer any. The king appeared
not to mnd. He gazed at me with, | thought, lively curiosity. At least, his bored expression
di sappeared as he | ooked ne over fromhead to toe.

As the others had done, Sinon introduced us with a brief description of events. At |east, | assune
that is what he did. The king replied and asked questions. Sinon answered briefly. The king
nodded, and | thought the matter would end there, for he turned to his Chief Bard and whispered to

him dlathir listened, surveying nme all the while. | expected the king's pronouncenent to follow
Instead, the Great King turned to me and beckoned ne closer. | stepped nearer the dais, and Si non
nmoved behind ne. The king spoke to ne. | sniled pleasantly. "Wat's he saying?" | whispered out of

the side of ny grin.

"The king wants to know how you cai ne here?" Sinon replied calmy. "He understands that you do not
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speak the | anguage, and has appointed nme to interpret. You don't have to whisper, just answer him
and | will translate."

"Ckay, but what do | tell hinP"

"Tell himthe truth,"” urged Sinon. "But whatever you tell him do not hesitate. They consi der even
a second's hesitation the same thing as lying."

I swal | owed hard. The king exam ned ne benignly. "Geat King," | said, "I ama stranger here.
have conme to your realmfrom another world-through a cairn on a sacred hill."

"CGood answer," said Sinon, who then proceeded to translate for ne. The king nodded w t hout
surprise, and asked another question, which Sinon relayed. "He wants to know how you cane to kill
the Cruin chanpion."”

"Great King," | said, "I killed the Cruin chanpion by, uh, accident. In the heat of battle,
found a spear and struck hi mwhen he attacked ne."

Simon, without hesitation, answered for me, and again relayed the king's reply. "He wants to know
if you are a great warrior in your world."

"Great King, | amnot a warrior. | amthe | east anmong warriors."

At this, when Sinon echoed ny words, the king's eyebrows lifted in surprise. "If you are not a
warrior, what are you? A bard?" Sinon asked in the king' s stead.

"Great King, | amno bard."

The king listened to Sinon's reply, and asked, through Sinon, "Are you an artisan, perhaps, or a
farnmer?"

"Great King," | answered, "I amneither an artisan nor a farnmer."

Mei dryn Maw seened genuinely puzzled by ny reply. He said sonmething to nme in a tone of frank
bewi | dernent. "What's he saying?" | asked, desperately.

Sinon translated: "You do not fight, you do not sing, you do not plant or reap. Wat do you do,
stranger ?"

"What do | tell hinP What do | say?" | hissed at Sinon.
"Just answer!" Sinmon his~ed back. "Quickly!"

"Great King," | said, "I read and wite. | learn."

"Ch, splendid,"” Sinobn nuttered, "that's torn it." But he delivered nmy answer to the Kking

Mel dryn favored ne with a frown of stern disapproval, and turned to Olathir, and then to Ml dron
who whi spered sonmething to him Many of those around us nurnmured. "Wat's happeni ng now?" | asked.

Bef ore Sinmon could answer, the king spoke up. Sinon interpreted: "The king says that he will not
be nocked- even by a guest ignorant of LlIywddi ways. You canme to his court in a warrior's guise, a
warrior you will become."

"I can't!" | rasped in a panicked whisper. "Explain to him W're not staying. We're | eaving as
soon as possible-we are leaving, Sinon. As soon as we find a way to return to our own world, we're
gone." | pleaded desperately. "You' ve got to tell him Sinon. Make hi munderstand."

Si non said sonething to the king, who |istened and then whispered into the Chief Bard's ear

O lathir delivered the king's judgment in a voice bold with authority and grave with finality.
When he finished, he cracked the rod on the stone three tines and the Ilys was over. The king rose
up fromhis judgnent seat and wi thdrew. Those of us gathered in the hall filed slowy outside,
where preparations for the victory feast continued.
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"Wl 1 ?" | said, as soon as we were out of the hail. "What did he say? What happened in there?"
Sinon was slow in answering. "He did not see fit to withdraw his opinion," he said at |ast.
" Meani ng?"
"You're going to becone a warrior, boyo."
"He can't do that!"

"Ch, yes, he can do that," Sinon insisted. "He is the king."

"But | don't know the first thing about being a warrior. I'Il get killed. Besides, |'mnot going
to be here that long. Didn't you tell himwe're |eaving right away? W have to go back, Sinon. You
told himthat, right?"

Simon hesitated. "Not exactly."

"What did you tell hinP" | was fairly shouting with indignation. People around us were watching ne
with anused expressions, apparently nuch entertained by ny hysterics.

"Keep your voice down," Sinon warned. "They'll think you're questioning the king' s judgnent."
"Damm right! | am questioning the king's judgnent! That's exactly what |'m doing."
"Don't," Sinon warned. "Not here-not in front of the king's hall."

“I''"ll holler anywhere | please! Just what the hell is going on?" | demanded. Sinon grabbed nme by
the arm and steered ne away fromthe hall

"The ki ng considers that anyone who can kill a chanpi on by accident deserves a chance to prove
hi msel f a chanpi on. Since you profess yourself good at |learning, you will learn the warrior's
craft. It is really an honor he is paying you. Qite high, considering."

"Consi dering what ?"
"Considering you all but insulted himw th your flippant answers."
"My flippant answers! What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Not a warrior, not a bard, not a farner-you made him |l ook foolish in front of his chieftains.
That was a very chancy thing to do."

"I didn't nmean to," | protested. "I was only trying to answer his questions, like you said."

"He knows that," Sinmon explained, "which is why he didn't have your tongue torn out where you
stood. | told you, it's really an honor."

"Well, | won't doit," |I insisted, crossing my arns over ny chest. "You'll just have to talk to
him Explain things. Wrk it ut. Maybe get his bard to help us."

"Too late," Simon replied. "You had your chance. The judgnment is given. The king's word is |aw,
r emenber ?"

"Well, it stinks! Just what in blue blazes am | supposed to do now?"

Si mon poi nted across the grassy yard to where the horses were tethered. | turned to see AQlathir
and a young man speaking to one another. The young nman took the hem of the Chief Bard' s cl oak
raised itto his lips, and kissed it. Wthout a glance in our direction, Qlathir departed. The
younger man qui ckly gathered the reins of two horses and proceeded towards where Sinon and | stood
| ooki ng on.

"He's coming this way," | observed. "Sinmon, what's he doi ng?" Apprehension crept over ne like a
swarm of ants. "Wat's happeni ng?"
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Sinon put a hand on ny shoulder. "Cal mdown, Lewis. It's for the best."

"What's for the best? Sinon! What's going on here?" My voice scal ed several registers. "You know
so tell nme, dam it!"

"Listen carefully, Lewis,"” Sinon replied, speaking as one would to a distraught child. "Nothing
bad is going to happen to you. You are going on a journey."

"I don't understand. Where am | goi ng?"

"You are going to Ynys Sci," he pronounced it Ennis Sky, "that's an island-where there is a schoo
for warriors. There you will be taught how to fight, and, when you have | earned, you will return
here to serve Meldryn."

"Warriors' school! It's a joke, right?"

Si non shook his head solemly. "It is no joke. Boys fromall over Albion are sent to this school -
the sons of kings and chanpions every one. | told you, it is a great honor."

I was too stunned to speak. | stood |ooking on in nute despair as the young man approached and

greeted Sinon. They exchanged a few brief words, and then the youth turned to nme and touched the
back of his hand to his forehead.

"This is Tegid Tathal ," Sinon told me. "He is a Brehon- that's another type of bard. He's
Alathir's right-hand man.

The Chief Bard has chosen himto be your guide. He has also been given the responsibility of
teachi ng you the | anguage."

Tegid grinned at ne and handed ne the reins of one of the horses.

"Just like that-we're | eaving?"

"Yes. Just like that." Sinon noved to the side of the horse. "Here, 1'll help you nmount."

"This is crazy!" | nmuttered murderously. "I nean, this is seriously nuts! | don't belong here."
"Rel ax," Sinon soothed. "Enjoy yourself. It is going to be an experience you'll never forget. It
is a wonderful gift you have been given. | wish | could go with you-and | nean that."

"Why can't you?"
"King's orders," Sinon shrugged. "But don't worry. I'll be waiting for you when you return."
"Ha! If | return, you nean.”

"Ch, you'll return, never fear," Sinon assured nme. "Tegid tells me the king has decreed that
special care is to be taken- you are not to be killed in your training. There, you see? Nothing to
worry about. Everything' s been taken care of."

Si non cupped his hands and nade a stirrup. | raised ny foot and he boosted ne into the saddle. |
say "saddle"-but it was little nore than a | eather pad over a folded cloak, with a strap to hold
both in place. "Sinon, listen to ne. You've got to talk to the king. You' ve got to get himto
change his mnd. | nean it, Sinon. We can't stay here. W've got to go back. W don't bel ong
here. "

"I"ll see what | can do," he promised blandly. "In the neantinme, try to take it easy. It's no use

getting upset-just relax and enjoy it."

The nmonent | was settled, Tegid vaulted into the saddl e, wheeled his nount and began trotting away
across the grassy yard. My own nmount, an enornous gray beast, followed at a trot. "I can't ride a
horse!™ | hollered, clutching the animal's nane for dear life.

"Of course you can!" called Sinmn. "Good luck, Lew s!"
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Wth that, we were off. People paused in their work and call ed out as we passed-w shing us

farewell, | suppose. | turned and | ooked back when we reached the narrow gate of the caer and saw
them wavi ng us away. | frowned bitterly back, and realized that, thanks to Meidryn Maw's

wonder ful honor of a gift, | would nmiss the feast.

Chapter 17

The Road to Ynys Sci

I could not remain sullen in that fair and. We journeyed for days through the nost beautiful

| andscape i magi nabl e: every panorama breat ht aki ng, each vista enchanting. | felt |ike stopping to
admre the view every hundred yards or so. Had Tegid allowed it, we would still be on the road to
Ynys Sci .

We travelled light; | carried nothing but the clothes on my back, and Tegid only his oaken staff
and a | arge | eather bag behind his saddl e which contained a few provisions. Neverthel ess, ny guide
assuned a slow, yet steady pace. For that, | was grateful. |I had not ridden a horse since | was a
smal | boy at the county fair, and then it had been a Shetland pony. Tegid allowed nme tine to
marshal | what rudinmentary riding skills | possessed, and master a few | |acked. He showed ne how
to lead the horse with the gentle pressure of ny knees, leaving ny hands free for holding a shield
and sword or spear. And several times each day he urged the horses to gallop, so that | quickly

| earned how to stay upright on the broad, rolling back of the heaving beast beneath ne.

The days were soft and bright, the nights cool and crisp as the land warned to full spring. W
travell ed north and west through the w de | ow ands above the Sychnant River, follow ng an old hil
track which sone LIwddi king had made in an effort to link his further-flung hol di ngs together
Sam Mel draen, Tegid called it. According to him the name conmenorated one of Meidryn Maw's

cel ebrated ancestors.

Tegid told me countless things, few of which | understood at first. But he was a tirel ess teacher
j abbering away at ne fromdawn's early light to well past the tinme when ny eyelids closed for the
night. By dint of Tegid s constant repetition and unflagging zeal, | began to gain a rough rapport
with the proto-Gaelic the inhabitants of Al bion spoke.

I recogni zed many of the individual words, of course; | had encountered scores of the ol der word-
forms in ny Celtic studies, and they were little changed. And why not? The bards of ancient
Britain al ways nmi ntained that their |anguage enanated froman O herworldly source. Mst acadenics
totally discount such stories, believing themto be nonsensical boasts on the part of a shabby
tribe attenpting to further itself by professed descent froman illustrious forebear. But hearing
the | anguage on Tegid's agile tongue, | entertained no such doubts. The native speech of Al bion
was strong and subtle, infinitely expressive, and rich with a wealth of color, sound, and
movenment. | could easily discern the root of nodern Gaelic.

Since Tegid and | were alone on the trail, | tried ny best to match my tutor syllable for tongue-
knotting syllable, and vowel for elusive vowel. To his credit, he never |aughed at ny faltering,
feeble efforts. He patiently corrected every gross ni stake and | auded every snall success. He nade
word ganmes for us to play, and pretended to deaf ness whenever, in exhaustion or frustration, |

| apsed into English. He seened genuinely keen to have ne naster the brain-boggling intricacies of
his speech, not nerely salt away the odd word or phrase. And as soon as | gained a tentative
foothold on a | ower rung, Tegid was there, poking and prodding ne to higher, nore conplex and
sophi sti cated achi evenent .

Under such intense and inmmginative instruction, | cane to a flirting fanmliarity with what the
bards call ed Mbddi on-oGair-the Ways of Wrds. And, as | learned, | began to see the world around
me nore clearly. A queer thing to say, | know, but true nonethel ess. For the nore words | had for

things, the better | could frame ny thoughts, the nore vivid ny thoughts becane. Awareness
deepened, consciousness sharpened.
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I think this had to do with the language itself: there were no dead words. No words that had
suffered the ignorant predation of a sem-literate nedia, or had their substance | eached away

t hrough gross misuse; no words rendered neani ngl ess through overuse, or cheapened through
bureaucrati c daubl espeak. Consequently, the speech of Al bion was a valued currency, a |anguage
alive with nmeaning: poetic, inmagaic, bursting with rhythm and sound. When the words were spoken
al oud they possessed the power to touch the heart as well as the head: they spoke to the soul. On
the lips of a bard, a story becanme an astoni shing revel ati on, a song becane a narvel of al npst
paral yzi ng beauty.

Tegid and | spent three weeks on the trail-1 call them weeks, although the bards did not reckon
the passage of days that way-three weeks, living and breathing the | anguage of Al bion: by the fire
at night when we canped, in the saddl e when we rode, by the cold-water streans and hilltop bowers
when we stopped to eat or rest. By the time we reached FilmFfaller | was speaking like a Celt-

al beit a sonewhat |aconic Cdt.

| learned much about the new world around nme. Al bion was an island-which | had pretty nuch

surmi sed on ny own-occupyi ng roughly the same place and shape in its world as the island of Geat
Britain occupied in the real world. Tegid drewa map in the dirt to show ne where we were goi ng.
Though the similarities were many and striking, the major difference was in size: A bion was nany
times larger in every way than the tidily conpact Britain | had | eft behind. Judging fromthe

di stances travell ed, Al bion was i mense; both the land and the world that contained it were far
nor e expansive than anything | could have dreaned.

| also |l earned sonething of wood and wildlife lore, as Tegid proved a veritable fountain of
i nformati on. Nothing escaped his notice-in the sky above or the earth below. No detail was too
m nute, no occurrence so trivial it could not becone a | esson. The man was i ndefati gable.

Yet, able teacher though he was, Tegid showed no interest in where | came from or how | had cone

to be in Meldryn Maw's court. | was asked not hing about my own world. At first, | thought Tegid' s
notabl e | ack of curiosity strange. But, as the journey wore on, | becanme grateful for his
indifference. | grew nore and nore reluctant to think about the real world. In fact, | forgot

about it for whole days at a tinme, and found the forgetting |iberating.

I gave nyself wholly to Tegid s tutelage, and | learned a great deal about Al bion-nore than
woul d have discovered in years on ny own. In the process, | |learned nmuch too about ny gui de and
conpani on.

Tegid Tathal ap Tal aryant was a bard and the son of a bard. Darkly good-|ooking, with eyes the
color of nountain slate, deep-clefted chin and a wi de, expressive nouth, he | ooked |ike an
artist's idea of the Brooding Poet. Tegid was of noble blood-and it showed in every line of his
wel | -knit frame- born of a southern tribe which had produced bards for the kings of Llwydd for ten
generations or nore. In his conmpany, | was conscious of ny own undi stingui shed appearance: | mnust
have seened very ugly to such a handsone people-with nmy |unmpen nug and weedy frane.

Al t hough stilla young man, byAl bion standards at |east, he was already a Brehon, only three

not ches [ ower than Penderwydd, or chief Bard. Brehon was that phase of a bard's training in which
he was expected to master the intricacies of tribal life-everything fromthe rules governing the
choosi ng of a king, and the orders of precedence in court, to the latest |and squabbl e anong
farmers, and how many cows should be paid for usurping a man's place in his bed. Wen he had
beconme an authority on all natters public and private, the bard woul d become a Gwddon, and then a
Der wydd.

The degrees of bardship were el aborate and formal, their roles well defined through eons,
apparently, of unaltered tradition. The candi date progressed from Mabi nog-which had two distinct
subdi vi si ons, Cawganog and Cupanog-and proceeded up through the various degrees: Fiidh, Brehon
Gwddon, Derwydd, and finally Penderwdd, sonetinmes called the Chief of Song. There was al so a
Pender wdd over the whole, the Chief of Chiefs, so to speak. He was called the Phantarch, and was
chosen by acclamation of his peers to rule over the bardship of Al bion

According to Tegid, the Island of the Mghty was protected by the Phantarch in sone obscure way.
The way he described it made it sound as if the Phantarch literally stood underneath the real m
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supporting it on his shoulders. A quaint poetic inmage, | assuned.

Al that first week | was saddl e-sore and exhausted fromthe rigors of our journey. By the end of
the second week, | was speaking to nmy horse again, and optimistic about ny chances of a ful
recovery. Wen the tine came to exchange the horses for a berth aboard ship, | was sincerely sorry
to see them go.

One afternoon toward the end of the third week, we halted atop a rocky headl and on the western
coast and Tegid pointed out a settlenent far down in the msty vale below The sea inlet forned
the valley floor between two towering headl ands, creating a deep fol ded pocket which made for a
nicely protected bay. The snmall settlenent served the harbor there. "That is FilmFfaller," he
told me. "There we will neet the ship which will take us to Ynys Sci."

"WIIl we have long to wait?"

"Not long. A day or two, perhaps a little longer. But | think not." He turned in the saddle to

face ne, and put his hand on mny shoul der. "You have done well, brother. The king will be pleased."
"And you have been a good teacher, Tegid. | amgrateful for all you have done. You have given ne
eyes to see, ears to hear, and a tongue to speak. For that, | thank you."

He shrugged off the conplinment, saying, "You would have learned it all sooner or later. If I have
hel ped you, | am happy."”

We started down the steep hilltrack to the settlenent then, and said no nore. The harbor at Film
Ffaller was little nore than a wooden jetty and a boat yard on the pebbled shingle. The jetty was
| arge enough for three or four ships, with space in the bay for only half a dozen nore. In short,
the place * appeared only what it was: a mdway stopping place for ships bound further north and
sout h.

The settl enent consisted of an assortnment of round wattl ed houses, a |livestock pen, and a few
out bui l dings. Add to these the four brown huts on the shingle which formed the boatyard and that
was all of FilmFfaller, hone to perhaps thirty folk.

W anbled into the settlenment and received a warm wel come, being the first visitors of the season
The head nan of the holding confirned that the ship was expected tonorrow or the next day, and
gave us the use of the guest house and a wonan to cook for us. Tegid gave hima bit of gold,
broken off fromone of the~thin sticks he carried in a | eather pouch beneath his belt. The head
man accepted this paynent, protesting that it was not at all necessary: they were only too gl ad
for word of the realm

| understood then how | onely such isolated places could be for a gregarious people. Wrd of events
in the outside world was a precious commodity and travellers were nerchants of no nean status.

I ndeed, we paid for our |odging many tines over before our stay was out, telling and retelling the
tidings we brought with us.

That Tegid was a bard further hei ghtened our popularity. The settlenent had not so nuch as a
flhidh, or master of song, anobng its nenbers. There had been no songs or stories all the |ong,
cold winter-save those the people had told or sung thenselves. This may not sound |ike nuch of a
hardshi p, but winter nights are Iong and wi nter days dark. And the songs of a bard can transform
life lived before the hearthfire into a sparkling enchantnent.

It was in FilmFfaller that | first heard the true genius of a bard. Tegid sang for the
settlenment, and it is a wonder | will treasure forever

We had all gathered in the head nan's house, around the central fire-pit. It was after the evening
meal , and everyone had come to hear Tegid sing. To ny surprise, he had earlier produced a harp
fromhis | eather bag, and taken it down to the jetty to tune its strings. The nonent he entered
the hut, a palpable thrill stirred the people.

He nmade his way to the far side of the fire-pit, where he took his place, standing straight and
tall before us, his cloak falling in graceful folds fromhis shoulders, harp nestled against his
chest, his handsone features illum nated by the flickering firelight. He bent his dark head and

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (93 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:17 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

drew his fingers over the harpstrings, sending a shimrering cascade of sound spilling like a
shower of silver coins over those huddl ed round about.

Then, drawing a long breath, he began to sing-sinply, expressively. | followed the song as best |
could, but lost nuch in the tight-woven tapestry of his words. Wat did that matter? Wat | gai ned
far outweighed the loss. It was magic.

Tegid's story-a tale about a |lonely fishernan who woos a wonman fromthe waves, only to lose her to
the sea-was sung in such an el oquent and conpelling voice, and with such a poi gnant mel ody, that
tears spilled fromnmny eyes to hear it. |I could conprehend but a fragment of all he sang, and none
of the subtlety, yet the intensity of the song struck me with a power undinm nished for all that.
The haunting nmelody filled nmy soul with |onging.

When he finished, the people sat in rapt silence. And, after a nonent, Tegid began another song.
But, like a poor man who has feasted on food far too rich for his hunble appetite, | was glutted
More mght have killed nme. So | silently crept away and took nyself off, alone, to walk along the
wat er' s edge.

There, in the deep-hearted darkness of the night, |I strolled the pebbl ed beach, gazing up at the
brilliant stars, and listening to the play of the water on the shore. | was astonished. Never in
all ny life had I been so noved-and by a sinple song about a nermaid. | could neither believe nor

under stand what had happened to ne. For it seened that sonething inside nme had been awakened, sone
| ong-sl eeping part of me had been roused to life. And now | could no |onger be who | was before.
But if I was no longer to be who | was, who was | to be?

Oh, this was a fearful paradise-full of fantastic raptures and alarnms. Terror and beauty, full-
strength, undiluted, cheek-by-jow -and me as defensel ess agai nst one as agai nst the other. How
could I ever go back to the world | had known before? Truth to tell, | no |Ionger considered going
back a possibility. Here | was, by sonme nmiracle, and here | would stay.

| wal ked for a long tine along the strand, and | did not sleep that night. The thing in me that
had been wakened to life would not let nme rest. How could | sleep when ny spirit was on fire?

wr apped nyself in my cloak and wal ked again along the water's edge, as restless as the tide-flow
in the bay, ny mind ablaze and dancing, ny heart racing in an agitation of delight and dread.

Daybreak found nme huddl ed on the jetty, watching the silver m st aval anching down .the steep
hillsides to spread across the cold blue-black water of the bay. The early-norning sky was dul
and hard as slate, but the clouds angling along the coast blushed pink with dawn. Qut in the bay,
a fish | eaped. And the place where it splashed becane a rippling ring.

The sight of that silver ring spreading on the peaceful water pierced ne to the marrow. For it
seenmed to ne an onmen, a portent pregnant with neaning, a synbol of nmy life: a once undi sturbed
surface stirred into a glimering, everwidening circle. The circle would expand until it was
swal | owed in the vastness of the bay-and then there would be nothing left, nothing to show that it
had ever existed.

Chapter 18

Scat ha's Schoo

The spear in ny opponent's hand had a snooth, rounded wooden head instead of a nmetal point. But it
still hurt like fury when he poked nme with it. | was bruised purple, head to heel, and | was
growing mghty tired of getting jabbed every time | turned around. The srmug little brute at the
other end of the lance considered hinmself ny superior in everything but age.

Cynan Machae was fifteen sunmers or so, large for his age, and already a form dable conbatant. He
was the very portrait of the spoiled royal darling: hair like a roof-thatch set to flane, smal
deep-set eyes of cornflower blue, a white skin lightly speckled with rusty freckles. He wore his
arrogance like the thick silver torc of which he was so insufferably proud.
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And he had been getting the best of ne, ever since we had been paired by our instructor, Boru-a
tall, reed-thin genius with a javelin. Born, hinmself a student under Scatha's tutelage, could
throw a spear further than nost people could see, and clip an apple froma tree as it fell. Most
students listened well to Born, whenever he deigned to offer instruction.

My problem this particular day, was to save my battered pride-sonmehow to prevent another

di sgraceful drubbing at the hands of ny ponpous young antagonist. It was the same problem as every
other day. But today | neant business. Things were not going ny way, however, and tine was running
out. Spear practice would be over soon, and | had yet to ransom ny sel f-respect.

Ten paces off, Cynan stood with the habitual haughty smrk on his freckled face. He held his |ance
across his body with both hands. Woever initiated the |last challenge, we knewit would end as it
al ways ended: me on ny backside with a sharp pain in the ribs, or chest, or shins, or shoul ders-or
wherever else that little prig felt Iike poking ne.

| glared at himso smart, so cool, so ponpous-and ny blood boiled. | would, | vowed, w pe that
insolent smrk off his face once and for all. As | hefted nmy practice spear, an idea thrust itself
into ny battered skull

I took a step forward. Cynan squared off.

| took another step, and another. Cynan stepped forward to nmeet ne-grinning now. "Another fall?
Have you not had enough for one day?"

"One nore," | told him my voice flat. Yes, just one nore, you noxi ous creep

He noved closer, grinning with gleeful spite. He was cocky, and cruel; he enjoyed knocking ne
around. Well, he had thunped ne once too often and now | had nothing left to lose. If | went down
again, it would only be another in a long, sorry string of defeats. But if ny plan worked..

I lowered nmy blunt spear. Cynan lowered his. | took a step closer. He stepped closer.

Boru, standing in the center of the field, raised his silver horn to his |lips and gave a | ong,
shi mering bl ast which signalled the end of the practice. But | ignored it. A look of surprise
appeared on Cynan's ruddy face. Usually, | was the first to call it quits. "Not vyielding?"

"Not today, Cynan. Make your nove."

He edged forward, thrusting his spear in quick, short jabs, hoping to draw ne. Instead, | stood
nmoti onl ess and |l et himcome nearer. "You are obstinate today, Cohn," he |aughed. "I nust teach you
better manners."

Collri is what they called ne-it is a play on a word that means "loser," which is what | was to ny
under-age warrior conrades. "Teach, then, Cynan," | said. "I amwaiting."

O hers, sensing the tension between us, were gathering around. There were sone jibes and jeers,
but nost were just interested in seeing who woul d get beaten. They offered i nane advi ce and
shi gger ed.

Cynan saw a chance to show off and nmade the npst of it. He lowered his head and | unged. | | owered
my | ance and knocked his thrust down, as we had been shown. Anticipating, as the head of his spear
fell, Cynan spun the butt overhand toward ny head. It is a good nove. Very good.

But he had used it before. And this tine | was ready. | spread ny hands and lifted ny | ance
crossw se above ny head to neet his crown-cracking blow This left nmy stomach unprotected, to be
sure. And Cynan saw this. He turned and ained a kick at my vulnerable midsection with his foot. As
his foot came up, | slid my hands together quickly.

Hi s spear connected with ny upraised halt. | |let ny spearshaft absorb the shock and spun it down,
hard. | hit hima solid rap on the shin of his extended |leg. He yel ped-nbre in surprise than in
pain, | amcertain. Those gathered around us |aughed out | oud.

Cynan threw the head of his lance into ny face to drive me back. But | dodged to the side and
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rapped hima glancing bl ow on the knuckles. | thought this would keep him off balance and |I could
knock hi mdown. Instead, he threw an elbowinto ny ribs and | was the one to stagger. Seizing the
advant age, Cynan snaked out a foot, hooked ny heel, and tripped ne. | fell backwards onto the bare

earth of the practice field, and Cynan thunped nme on top of the head.

The insolent brat |aughed, and those gathered around | aughed with him And there | was, yet again
rolling on ny backside in the dirt. | saw his smrking face, saw his head turn to nmake sone cocky
remark to Born, who was | ooking on with the others. He had bested nme once again.

| heard the laughter, and rage boiled up inside ne like |ava. Everything went red. The sound of
the surf pounded in ny ears. Wthout thinking, | whirled the wooden spear at Cynan's knees and
caught hima resoundi ng crack across both kneecaps. He dropped his spear and pitched forward, his
hor se-1 augh beconing a strangled yelp in his throat.

He fell onto his hands beside ne. | rolled onto nmy knees and brought the shaft of ny spear down
upon his back. He kissed the dirt. | leaped to my feet and thrust the butt of nmy spear down hard
bet ween hi s shoul der bl ades. Cynan shrieked with pain and passed out.

I lifted my spear and stepped away. The ring of jeering ,ystanders had gone utterly quiet. No one
tittered now, no ~ne | aughed. They turned toward one another, w de-eyed.

Born pushed through the crowd and bent over the inert ynan. He rolled himover, satisfying hinself
that | had not tilled the boy, and notioned for a cadre of Cynan's onpanions to carry himback to

our | odge. Four young nen ;tepped forward, lifted their fallen friend, and dragged him)ff the
field.
When they had gone, Born turned to ne. "That was well lone, Col." Born always called ne Cal,

stoppi ng just short of the open insult, preferring the inplied slight.
"I amsorry," | nuttered

"No, do not be sorry," he insisted, |oud enough for all those gathered around to hear. "You have
done well." He clapped ne on the back in rare comendation. "It is not easy to bring down a foe
with your back to the ground. You did riot surrender to defeat-this is what separates the l|iving
fromthe dead on the battle ground."

Born turned to the stunned onl ookers and di sm ssed them They drifted off, munbling to thensel ves.
The incident would be well discussed at the evening neal. | wondered what Scatha woul d say when
she found out about it.

I did not have long to wait, for no sooner had Born and the others dispersed than | heard the
light jingle of a horse's tack. | turned to see Scatha approaching, |eading a black horse whose
withers and flanks were |lathered froma vigorous ride.

Scat ha was our Battle Chief: a nore beautiful woman could not be found, nor one nore deadly. The
hai r beneath her bronze warcap was plaited into tiny beaded braids that gl eanmed |ike sunstruck
gol d; her pale blue eyes were cool beneath |ong golden | ashes and snmooth, straight brows; her lips
were full, but firmy set. Her features were those which adorned the classic scul ptures of an

At hena or Venus. If there is such a thing as the poetry of battle, she was it: graceful and

form dabl e, dazzling novenent and terrible skill

Scat ha was renowned as the finest warrior in all Al bion

And it was in Scatha's school on the Isle of Sci where | |abored to learn the craft of war. Such

| abor! Up every norning at first light to run on the beach and swmin the cold sea, and then to
break fast on brown bread and water, before beginning the day's activities: practice with sword
and spear and knife and shield, strategy sessions, |essons in conbat of various types, nore

physi cal conditioning, sports and westling games, and on and on. When we were not running or
clinmbing or westling, we were in the saddle. W rode incessantly: racing one another in the surf~
hunting in the wooded hills and glens of the island, engaging in nock battles.

| had becone accustomed to the regimen, and even enjoyed it for the nost part. Alas, | had not
greatly inproved as a warrior. Apparently | still lacked sone nysterious ingredient with which to
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bring all the skills together into a harnonious, effective whole. | was |east and | ast anmong ny
fell ows, and they were all younger than me. Boys barely eight sunmers old possessed skills I could
only imgine, and they nercilessly denponstrated their superiority at every turn.

| swear by the tongue in ny head, one has never learned humlity until one has been bested by
chi | dren!

| turned to nmeet Scatha, and understood fromthe sharply di sapproving expression on her face that
she had seen what | had done. "You defeated Cynan at |ast. You have taught hima val uable I esson,”
she said, adding pointedly, "though | would not await his thanksgiving."

"I did not nean to hurt him" | gestured vaguely towards the boys who were draggi ng ny adversary's
inert body across the practice field. Cynan's feet left two long tracks in the dirt.

"OfF course you did," Scatha told ne. "If your spear had netal at the tip instead of birch, you
woul d have killed him"

“No, |-
She raised a slender hand and silenced ne. "You faced two today, and were defeated by one."

I did not catch her nmeaning. "Wich two, Pen-y-Cat?" | used her preferred title: Head of Battle.
She was that, and nore: a canny and cunni ng adversary, endl essly ingenious, as shrewd and sly an
opponent as one woul d ever care to face.

She replied, her voice low. "You were angry, Col. Your anger defeated you today."
It was true. "I amsorry."

"Next time, perhaps, you will not be sorry. You will be dead." She turned and began | eadi ng her
horse to the stables. She notioned for ne to wal k beside her. "If you nust always defeat two

enem es each tine you take the field of battle, you will soon be overconme. And of any two enenies,
anger is always the stronger.™

| opened my nmouth to speak, but she did not allow ne to interrupt. "G ve up your fear," she told
me bluntly. "O it will kill you."

I lowered nmy head. She was right, of course. | feared ridicule, humliation, failing-but, nore
than that, | feared getting hurt, getting kill ed.

"The feats you achi eved agai nst Cynan are yours, Col. You possess the skills, but you nust learn
to call themforth of your own. To do that, you nust give up your fear."

"l understand. | will try harder,” | vowed.

Scat ha st opped wal king and turned to nme. "Is life so piteous where you cone fromthat you nust
cling to it so?"

Piteous? Certainly she had it backwards. But then, the |anguage still threw nme sonetines. "l do
not understand," | confessed.

"It is the poor man who clenches so tightly to the gold he is given-for fear of losing it. The man
of wealth spends his gold freely to acconplish his will inthe world. It is the sane with [ife."

Suddenl y ashaned of my conspi cuous poverty, | |lowered nmy eyes. But Scatha placed a hand beneath ny
chin and raised ny head. "ding too tightly to your life and you will lose it, ny Reluctant
Warrior. You nust becone the master of your life, not its slave."

| gazed into her eyes and believed her. | knew that she spoke the truth, and that she saw nme for
what | was. Al at once, | wanted nothing nore than to prove ny worth in those cl ear, blue eyes.
If largesse of spirit nade a good warrior, | would becone a spendthrift!

"Thank you, Pen-y-Cat," | nurnured gratefully. "Your words are wise and true. | wll renenber
t hem "
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"See that you do." Scatha inclined her head in acceptance of ny conplinent. "There is no glory in
teaching warriors to die."

Then she handed ne the reins to her horse and wal ked away, leaving me to tend the animal. This was
my reproof for losing my tenper with Cynan

I had been in Scatha's island school for over six nonths, by ny reckoning. The folk of Al bion did
not go by nonths, but rather by seasons, which made precise time-keeping slightly difficult. But
two seasons had passed since | had conme to Ynys Sci, and two nore nade a year. At the end of the
third season, Rhylla-the QG herworld equivalent of fall or autumm-nost of the boys would return
hone to winter with their clans and tribes. But | would not. Always a few of the ol der youths,

Ii ke Born, stayed on through the dark~ disnmal northern nonths of cold and icy w nd.

There were nearly a hundred young warriors in training on the island. The younger boys were
trained apart fromthe ol der, although no strict age division was enforced. It nostly had to do

with size and aptitude. | was sonetines put with the ol der boys and young nmen, even though |I was
rarely a match for their prowess-or even skillful enough to create much in the way of an

i nteresting chall enge. Consequently, | was the butt of their hunor and the target of all their
scorn.

Nor did | blane them | was a hopeless warrior. | knew that. But, until today, | had not really
wanted to succeed. | wanted it now. And not only success, | wanted to win accl ai mand honor. |
wanted to cover nyself in glory in Scatha's eyes.. . or at |east avoid further disgrace.

That evening, when | had fmnished watering and feeding the horse and settled it for the night,
joined ny conpanions in the torchlit hall where we took our neals. But this night I was not
greeted with catcalls and cheerful derision; this night I was welconed with a silence approaching
respect. Wrd had i ndeed spread about my contest with Cynan, and nost, if not all, were on Cynan's
side. They were annoyed with ne for besting him and turned the cold shoulder. Still, their
silence was nore tolerable than their nockery.

Alone of all the rest, Born cane to sit at the board with ne.

W ate together, but spoke little. "I do not see Cynan," | said, glancing fromone to another of
the long tables in the hail.

"He is not hungry tonight," replied Born affably. "I think his head hurts."

"Pen-y-Cat believes | struck in anger,” | said, and told himabout nmy talk wth Scat ha.

Born listened to what | had to say, then shrugged. "Qur War Leader is w se,
"Heed her well."

he said solemly.

Then he smiled wide, his thin face nerry. "Still, | think you have earned a new nanme. It is no
I onger Collri-you will be LIyd fromnow on."

I warned with unexpected pleasure. "Do you think so, Born?"
He nodded, and lifted a narrow hand. "You will see."

A nonment |ater, he was standing on the table. He raised his silver signal horn to his lips and
gave forth a | oud bl ast which reverberated in the hail. Everyone stopped eating and tal king, and
all eyes turned to him "Brothers!" he shouted. "Fortunate am| anobng nmen. | saw a marvel today!"
Bards sonetinmes introduce an announcenent in this fashion.

"What did you see?" canme the expected response fromthe tables round about. Everyone |eaned
f orwar d.

"I saw a stunp grow legs and walk; | saw a clod of dirt raise its head!" Boru answered. Everyone
| aughed, and | knew they were | aughing at nme. They thought he was making fun of me. And, truth to
tell, | thought so too.

But before | could hide ny head, Born thrust his open hand toward ne and said, "Today | saw the
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spirit of a warrior kindled in the heat of anger. Hail, Llyd ap Dicter! | welconme you!"

Born's words hung in the silent hall. | was grateful for his noble act, but it appeared to be in
vain. The sullen faces lining the | ong boards of the hail were not about to let ne escape their
contenpt so easily, nor yet release me fromtheir scorn

| glanced around and di scovered the reason for their nute disapproval: Cynan stood in the entrance
to the hail. He had heard Boru's speech and was frowning. No one wanted to shame Cynan by | audi ng
me in his presence. So Born's generous effort was stillborn. Cynan had defeated me again.

Cynan gazed haughtily at Boru and then at ne. He stepped into the hall and marched towards ne, his
cheeks glowing red as his hair, his small eyes narrowed, his face hard. My stomach tightened. He
was comng to challenge nme-in front of the whole assenbly. | would never live it down.

He wal ked directly to where | sat, and stood over ne. | tried to appear cal mand unconcerned as
turned to neet his scow. W gazed at one another for a nmonent. Born, knowing full well what was
about to happen, intervened, saying, "Geetings, Cynan Machae, we have mi ssed your npbst agreeable
conpany this evening."

"I was not hungry," the surly youth grunted. To ne he said, "Stand on your feet."

Slowy, | rose fromthe bench, turned and faced Cyrian, desperately trying to think of sone way
out of this predicanent. Boru stepped down fromthe table to the bench, ready to put hinself
bet ween us.

Cynan cl enched his right hand and slowy raised his fist in ny face. Wth his fist al nbst touching
my nose, he lifted his left hand and held the two fists together in angry defiance. Then he pl aced
a hand to either side of his throat and slowy spread the knobbed ends of his silver torc and
renoved it-so that it would not becone damaged in the fight, | guessed.

Then he reached out and slipped the silver ornament behind my head. | felt the clasp of encircling
metal around ny throat. Cynan pressed the two ends of the torc together. Then he jerked ny armup
hol ding it over ny head.

He had given nme his nost cherished possession, the synbol of his royal paternity. He was not at
al | happy about it, but he was making the gift known before one and all. "Hail, Llyd," he grunbl ed
threateningly. He released ny hand and nade to turn away.

"Sit with me, brother,"” | called after him O all the things | mght have said, | do not know why
I chose that. Cynan | ooked so wretched, | suppose |I thought to placate him In truth, | knew it
was nere luck that | had won agai nst him Another day and |I might not have fared so well. Besides,

I now wore his highest treasure and could afford to be magnani nous.

He whirled on ne, instantly furious, both fists clenched. Born's hand shot out and gri pped hi m by
the shoul der. "Peace, brother. The thing was well done," he said soothingly. "Do not steal the
honor of your noble tribute with an unseemy quarrel."

Cynan showed what he thought of Born's suggestion with a nurderously foul glare. "A warrior does
not surrender tribute gladly!" he uttered in a strangl ed voi ce.

Born answered lightly: "And | tell you that unless you give gladly, there is no honor in giving at
all."

Cynan hesitated, but did not back down.
"Come," Born said gently, "do not disgrace yourself by squabbling over a gift once given."

| |1 ooked at Cynan's flushed and angry face, and felt genuine pity for him Wy had he given the
torc? He clearly did not want to do it. Wat conpelled hinf

"I's this silver trinket worth nore than your honor?" asked Born pointedly. Cynan's scow deepened.
Sone of the onl ookers began to murrmur, and Cynan felt his support eroding. He was on the point of
| ashi ng out, because he knew of nothing else to do.
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"You honor ne with your gift, Cynan,"” | told him loudly enough for those sitting at the far end
of the hall to hear. "I accept it nost hunbly, for | know | amleast worthy of any to receive it."

This brought a hint of puzzled agreenent to Cynan's scow . "So you have said," he replied, neither
confirmng nor contradicting ny words.

"Therefore, in respect of your gift, allowne to give you a ~ift in return.”

Thi s was unexpected. Cynan did not know what to think. But he was intrigued enough to agree. "If
you are letermned, I will not prevent you."
"You are nost gracious, brother," | said, and carefully renoved the silver torc from around ny

neck and replaced it on his.

Cynan stared at ne. "Wy have you done this?" he asked, his voice tinged with awe. "Do you nock
r.T.B’.)II

"I do not nobck you, Cynan," | said. "I only seek to honor your gift with one of equal value. And
since | own but one torc, | give it to you."

This answer pleased him for it allowed himto maintain his self-esteemand also reclaimhis
val ued treasure. The scow faded fromhis face, to be replaced with an expression of wary relief
and amazenent.

"What say you, Cynan?" Born asked, pointedly.

"I accept your estimable gift," Cynan answered quickly, lest | change ny nind.

"Good," | said. "Then | ask you again, will you sit with ne?"

Cynan stiffened. His pride did not allow himto bend so far. Born stepped aside and indicated the
bench.

"Come, brother," he coaxed. "Take ny place."

Cynan fingered the silver ornanent at his throat and then caved in. H s broad cheeks bunched in a
happy grin. "Perhaps | could eat something, after all," he said. "A place anong warriors is not to
be spurned."

We sat down together, Cynan and |, and we ate fromthe sanme bowl. And we tal ked, for the first
time as sonething other than adversaries. "Llyd ap Dieter," Cynan nused, tearing bread, "Anger
Son of Fury, that is good, Boru. You should be a bard."

"A warrior bard?" wondered Boru in exaggerated interest. "Never has there been such a thing in
Al bion. Very well, | will be the first."

He and Cynan | aughed at that, but | did not catch the joke. It did not seemtone such a peculiar
uni on.

Talk turned to other things. | saw Cynan reaching now and again to his treasure-as if to verify
that it remained firmy in place. "That is a fine torc,” | told him "I hope to have one like it
one day."

"There is none like it,"
Gl anae. "

Cynan said proudly. "It was given me by ny father, King Cynfarch of

"Way did you give it to ne?" | asked, seeking an explanation of the nystery. CObviously, the object
meant a great deal to Cynan.

"My father nade me vowto give it to the first man who bested ne at arns. If | return to his

hearth without it, | nmay not join the warband of nmy clan." Cynan stroked the ornanment |ovingly.
"It is the only thing ny father, the king, has ever given nme out of his hand. | have protected it
al ways. "
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He spoke the sinple truth, w thout rancor or self-pity. But | could have wept for Cynan, forced to
| abor under the terrible burden of perfection. What nust his father be like-giving his son a fine
gift, and then holding the boy hostage to it? It did riot make sense, but at |eaSt | understood
Cynan better.

And | understood that for Cynan to confide his secret to anyone anoutited to al nost as much of a
sacrifice as his ~ifting of the torc. Yet he was willing to do it-just as he was willing to abide
by a vow which only he knew, and which woul d have cost himhis two dearest possessions. Had he
simply broken his vow, no one woul d ever have known.

I could but marvel at Cynan's extraordinary fidelity. Though his cheek had yet to feel a razor's
edge, he was already a nman to be trusted through all things to the death. His loyalty hunbl ed ne.

"Cynan," | said, "I ask a boon of you."

"Ask what you will, Llyd, and you shall have it," he answered with careless amty.

"Teach ne the spear feint," | said, making a swinging nmotion with nmy hands, as if cracking an
eneny skul .

Cynan beaned his pleasure. "That | will do-but you rmust guard the know edge jeal ously. What

benefit to us if every foeman learned its secret?”

W tal ked long into the night. Wen at |last we rose fromthe table to nake our way to our sleeping
quarters, we parted as friends.

Chapter 19

Sol | en

Wnter on the Isle of Sri is windy, cold, and wet. The days are dark and short, the nights dark
and everlasting. The land is battered by fierce northern winds, which blast icy rain and snow by
day, and gust through the roof thatch by night. The sun rises lowif it rises at all-and hovers
close to the horizon, barely skirting the hilltops before | osing heart and sinking once nore into
the icy abyss of night. The season is called Sollen, a dreary tinme when nmen and ani mal s nust
remain inside their huts and halls, safe behind protecting walls.

Yet, for all the disnmal desolation of that bleak and cheerl ess season, there are interludes of
warnth and confort: endless fire burning bright in the hearth, enbers glowing red in iron
braziers, thick woolen mantles and white fleeces piled deep in the sleeping places, small silver
| anps aflane with fragrant oils to banish the bitter gloomw th sweetness and |ight.

Days are given to ganes of subtlety, skill and chance-fidchell and brandub and gwyddbwyl |, played
on bright-pai nted wooden boards with carved pegs. And ever and always there is talk

an ornately woven garnent of seanl ess speech, an unending fountain of heady oration, a nerry
bubbl i ng caul dron of discourse on all subjects under heaven. As iron sharpens iron, ny skill in
conversation increased mightily in the goodnatured cut and thrust of friendly debate. Tinme and
again | silently thanked Tegid for teaching me so well.

Al'so during the dull Sollen season our sinple fare of bread, neat, and ale was augnented to

i ncl ude pal e yell ow cheese, honey-sweetened barl ey cakes, steany conpotes of dried fruit, and the
rich gol den nectar of mead, the warrior's drink. To these |uxuries were added roast duck and
goose, fattened to grace the w nter board.

The fell owship of hearth and hall was lavish and lofty-in part because few of Scatha's pupils
remai ned through the winter. Mst bad returned to their tribes to winter with their people; those
remai ni ng-only a handful of the ol der youths, Boru anbng themused the tinme to shape a bond cl oser
than all but bl ood.
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Qur days were nade the nore enjoyable by the presence of Scatha's |ovely daughters: three of the
nost beautiful young wonen ever to fl ower beneath fair heaven: Gmenllian, Govan, and Goewyn. They
arrived on Ynys Sci with the ship which bore away the homebound students. They had returned to
spend the |long, sonber Sollen season with their nother, each having served in the court of a king
as Banfdith, or prophetess.

Fortunate the king who could boast a Banfaith; king anong ki ngs was he who retai ned one of
Scatha's daughters for his court. None of themwas narried-not that it was prevented themt hey
rather chose loyalty to their demanding gifts. For on the day each gave herself in marriage she
woul d cease to be a prophetess. A Banféith was exalted anong her kind. Like bards they could sing
and play the harp, and |i ke bards they were able counsellors. But they al so possessed an ol der
nore nysterious power: the ability to search the woven pat hways of the future to see what will be
and to speak to the people in the voice of the Dagda.

They adorned the dank cold days with charm bright and warm softening the generally savage tone of
our mlitary existence with fem nine grace. Wich was part of Scatha's education, too. For a
warrior rmust also master the intricacies of court etiquette and conportnment in civilized society.
This is why the older pupils stay. The final Sollen or two before a warrior conpletes Scatha's
instruction, he is tutored in the gentler arts by Scatha's daughters.

Scatha's daughters, w se as they were beautiful, |avished affection on us all, It was the sweetest
of pleasures nerely to be included in the shining circle of their conpany. The |ong days in the
hall were filled with enjoyable activities. | |earned something of harp playing from Geenllian

and spent many happy days drawi ng on tablets of wax with Govan; but ny preference was playing
gwyddbwyl | with Goewyn

What can | say of Scatha's daughters? That they were nore beautiful to me than the fairest summer
day, nmore graceful than the lithe deer frisking in the high nmountain meadows, nore enchanting than
t he green-shadowed vall eys of Sci, that each was fetching, fascinating, w nsone, entrancing.

There was Goewyn: her long hair, softly flaxen, plaited |ike her nother's in dozens of tiny

brai ds, an exquisitely-crafted golden bell at the end of each braid. Wen she noved, it was to a
fme music. Her snooth, regal brow and fine straight nose proclained nobility; her generous nouth
with lips perpetually curved in a secret smle intimated a veiled sensuality; her brown eyes
seenmed always to hold a hint of laughter, as if all that passed before them existed solely for her
private amusenent. | very soon cane to view our tinmes together, head to head over the square
wooden gane board bal anced on our knees, as a gift froma wildly benevol ent Creator

And Govan: with her ready | augh and subtle wit, and blue eyes, like her nother's, quick beneath
dark |l ashes. Her hair was tawny and her skin dark, |ike a sun-browned berry; her body was well -
knit, strong, and expressive, the body of a dancer. On those few days when the sun lit the sky
with its short-lived splendor-a radiance nmade all the nore brilliant for its brevity-Govan and

woul d ride along the beach bel ow the caer. The fresh wi nd stung our cheeks and spattered our
cloaks with the ocean's spune; the horses splashed through the surf, rolling white on the bl ack
shingle. And we raced: she on a gray mare swift as a diving gull, | on a fleet red roan flying
over the tunbled rocks and stormwack until we were breathless.

W would ride to the far end of the bay where the great rocks of the cliff had collapsed into the
sea. Then we would turn and thunder to the opposite headl and, there to di snount and rest our
horses. Their lathered flanks steaned in the chill air, and we trod the sea-slick stones, our
lungs burning fromthe raw salt air. | felt the blood hot in nmy veins, the wind cold on ny skin,
Govan's ready hand in mine, and | knew nyself to be alive under the Dagda's qui ckening touch

The Dagda, the Good God, they also called the Swift Sure Hand, for the infrnite breadth of his
creative feats and his ever-ardent power to sustain all that he touched. | learned of this
enigmatic Celtic deity-and many another in the pantheon-from Gaenllian, who, in addition to
serving as Banfiith to King Mcrinhe of the Mertani, was also a Banfilidh-a female Filidh, or
har per.

Grenl lian: beguiling with her dusky red hair and sparkling enerald eyes; bew tching, her skin like
nm |k, and her cheeks and lips blushing red as if tinted with foxglove; graceful in every line from
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the bend of her neck to the curve of her foot. Each night Gaenllian wove the shinmering nagi c of
the harp with her skilled fingers, and sang the agel ess songs of Al bion: of Llyr and his sorry
children, of inconstant Bl odeuedd and her vile treachery, of Pwyll and his bel oved Rhi annon, of
fair Arianrhod, and nysterious Mathonwy, and Bran the Bl essed, and Manawyddan, and Gwydi on, and
Pryderi, and Dylan, Epona, Don. . . and all the rest.

She sang their |loves and hates, their strivings and peace-maki ngs, their glorious feats and
pathetic failures, their wisdomand folly, their wondrous |ives and m serable deaths, their

towering great goodness and their shocking evil, their nmercies and cruelties and triunphs and
defeats, and the eternal verity of the endless cycle of their lives. She sang, and the |ength,
breadth, height, and depth of human |ife passed before ne. Wen Gaenllian sang, | knew what it was

to be human.

Each night after our nmeal we would fill our nead cups and gather around the flanme-bright hearth to
hear Gmenllian's song. She would sing, and tinme would take wing. Sonetinmes | would shake nysel f
fromreverie to see the dawn, rose-fingered, lifting the edge of night's black cloak in the east,

my head filled with burning i mages, and the nead in ny cup untouched.

To hear Gaenllian sing was to enter a waki ng dream of such power that tine and the el enents faded
away. To hear that flaw ess voice lifted in song was to feel enchantnent as a physical force. \Wen
Gnenl I'ian sang, Gmenllian becane the song. Wen Gaenllian sang, those who heard tasted of a higher
life.

| could have lived the rest of ny days listening to her, never tiring, never stirring for want of
food or drink; her song was all the nourishment | needed.

This, then, was the pattern of ny life on Scatha's island realm As Llyd, | learned the warrior's
art, toiling with dogged determna-tion to nmaster the craft of swordthrust and spearthrow, knife-
feat and shieldskill. The hilt shaped ny hand until sword and armwere one; the shaft of ny spear

becanme ny faithful, unerring servant; ny knife and shield grewno less intinate a part of ne than
teeth and nails. Gradually, painfully, ny body honed itself to the strict authority of battle.
grew | ean as | eather, and hard as the handl e of ny spear

| labored | ong. Defeat taught ne cunning; failure taught me resourceful ness. | becane resol ute,
and nmy fear shrank away. | becane relentless, and courage was born. | lived the life of a warrior
and a warrior | becane. | strove until every nerve and every sinew, each bone, organ, linb, and

tendon performed with fearful precision the warrior's art. And in time | won the icy detachnent of
the warrior who is free fromeither anger or fear, whose nmovenents are purest joy, and for whom
each bl ood contest is an exultation of skill.

Six years | labored. Six years of sweat and strain and struggle. Six years of friendly strife. Six
years of Gyd's fair sun and Sollen's cold. Six years, Beltain to Sanhain, and in the end | was not
| east anbng my conpani ons.

The seventh year progressed like the others in nost respects. But rarely a nonment passed when |
was not acutely aware that nmy time on Ynys Sd was coming to an end: soon | would return to Prydain
to serve the Great King Meldryn Mawr. | counted the days and dreaded each day's ending- for it
brought me that nuch nearer ny tinme of |eaving.

I did not want to |l eave the island: never again to enjoy Goewyn's gentle conpany, never again to
ride with Govan, to hear Gmaenllian's song no nore. | could not bear that thought. The sisters had
grown dearer to nme than nmy own heart: | would sooner pluck it warm and beating out of ny breast
than | eave them

Yet, what could | do? My departure was ordai ned fromthe beginning. I would | eave when the ship
arrived in the spring.

But there was anot her reason for ny dread. In returning to Meldryn's court, | would return also to
Si non-and thus to ny | ong-neglected task: we nust return to the world whence we had come. The very
thought ifiled me with despair. | wanted to go back to the manifest world no nore than Sinon. |
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under stood himnow. On Ynys Sd the ties which bound ne to ny own world had worn thin and fallen

away. | did not feel themgo; it was nore an innocent forgetting. Wth each passing day, the
mani fest world had grown a little less real, alittle less vivid, until it seenmed a ghost world
filled with gray vapors and shadowy existences. | too wanted to stay in the O herworld-no nmatter

what the cost.
At the end of the seventh year, Tegid cane for me.

One chill nmorning | stood on the rock bluff overlooking the bay and watched the ship nove slowy
closer. | felt a pang of bitter regret that the ship which brought Scatha's daughters back to the
i sland once nore would bear me away in the spring-in Gyd, when Sollen's icy storns had ceased.

Through three unendi ng seasons | had endured the harsh exile of their absence. Now they returned,
and | was eager to greet them

I clinbed into the saddl e and urged ny horse down the switchback trail fromthe bluff to the
strand, to await the ship. Mre than a few of the younger pupils were already gathered on the
beach, eager for the ship to nake landfall-to set sail for honme once nore. They sorely nissed clan
and kin; | could see the homecraving in their eyes. And | wondered if they could see the hopel ess
desire in mne

Slowy the ship drew cl oser; each wave that dashed agai nst the shore seenmed to bring the square-
sail ed vessel nearer. Soon | could make out the conely forms of Scatha's daughters at the bow |
could see Goewyn, hand raised in greeting, her smle welcomng, and Govan, | aughing, and

Gnenl lian, hair blowing in the sea breeze. And then... then | was standing in water surging around
my knees, helping to pull the ship onto the strand, and reaching up to help the first of them
down. Goewyn took ny hands and caine into ny arns, kissing ne, her breath sweet and warm agai nst
ny neck.

Govan, too, greeted nme with a kiss. "I have mssed you, Llyd," she said lightly. And then, hol ding
me at arms length away fromher, "Let nme | ook at you."

I gripped her hands tightly as she swung around ne. "I have not changed,” | told her. "Except that
my hunger for you has grown with each day we have been apart."”

"Rascal !'" she | aughed, delighted, and ki ssed ne again.

Govan spun away, and, as she noved towards the strand, | saw Tegid striding though the swirling
surf, his oaken staff raised high. "Now | know they have nmade a warrior of you," he called.

"Tegid!" | shouted. "Tegid, is that really you?"

"The sane,"” he said. He cane to ne and clasped nme by nmy arns in the greeting of kinsnen. "And
find a much different man fromthe one | left. Meldryn Maw will be pl eased when | present you
before him"

Though he meant it as a conplinment, his words gave ne to understand why he had cone. El ation at

seeing ny friend quickly faded. | swallowed hard, "Wen?" | asked, hoping against hope that we
still mght winter on the island.

"Tonight," Tegid answered. "W will leave with the tide. | amsorry."

Al t hough the day was bright, | felt Sollen's desolation in ny soul. The sun's warnth died in the
nmel ancholy of mnmy leaving. | felt as if ny nost treasured possession had been stolen fromnme. On

Scatha's island | had lived as | had never lived before. In the hard discipline of the warrior, |
had | earned what it was to be alive. Nowit was over, and | felt as if ny life-the only Iife I had
ever val ued-was over too.

"I would like nothing better than to winter here nyself," Tegid told me. "But come, say your
farewells. | will see to your things."

Those who had conpl eted Scatha's tutel age nust nake formal request to leave. If, in Scatha's
opi nion, the warrior had nmastered all that she deemed hi m capabl e of |earning, the Pen-y-Cat woul d
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present himwith his arms. Odinarily it was a glad cerenony, but nmy heart was not init. | did
not want to |eave.

Yet we nade our way up to the caer and to the hall, where several of ny fellow warriors were
already gathering to entreat their |eavetaking, Cynan forenpst anong them He hailed ne as we
appr oached.

"Llyd! W are to go together, hey?" H's ruddy face beaned his pl easure. He had worked | ong and
hard for this day, and could scarcely believe that it had cone at last. "The ship is early this
year. They are saying that there is trouble in Al bion and we nay be needed." He observed the glum
expression on ny face. "Wat is the matter with you?"

"I had hoped to stay a little longer," | replied, nmy voice bitter and | ow.

Friends though we were, Cynan could not understand the reason for ny nmisery. "W will be battle
chiefs! There is honor to be won, brother. Perhaps we will ride before winter! Meldryn Maw is a
great king; you will win rmuch gold in his service. You will see."

Just then, the oxhide covering at the door was drawn aside, and Cynan was invited to enter. He
ducked his head and stepped through. In the six years of our exile he had grown both confident and
carefree. No |l onger a youth who nust prove hinself to all the watching world, Cynan had becomne
secure in his skill and settled in hinself. He had gai ned sonme neasure of peace fromhis father's
awful , inmnpossible demand for perfection. | liked to think | had helped himin this. Above al

el se, Cynan and | had beconme sword brothers-a bond stronger than death and to be trusted above al
ot hers.

| did not care to wait with the others, so | walked a while around the caer, visiting for the | ast
time the places | had come to know so well, lingering on the enpty practice field which had
absorbed so nmuch of ny sweat and bl ood.

Goewyn found me, and wi shed me well, saying, "I will miss playing gwddbwyl|l with you. You have
become a worthy opponent.”

"And it is youl will miss, Goewyn," | told her, hoping for a word of confort.

She snil ed, but shook her fair head, setting the tiny bells jingling lightly. "Less than you
i magi ne, of that | amcertain. You have never wintered with the Great King. A glance fromthe
mai dens in Sycharth and you will forget you ever knew ne."

"Yet | would have sone renenbrance of you."

"What woul d you have?" she asked, her lips curving in a sly snile

| said the first thing that came into ny mind. "A braid of your golden hair."
Goewyn | aughed. "Take it then, if you will."

She stood before nme, smiling, hands on hips while | cut off the end of a braid with nmy knife. Then
she took it fromme and wound the severed end with a bit of |avender thread pulled fromthe hem of
her cloak, so that the plait of hair would not unravel. "Come," she said, tucking the keepsake
into ny belt, "it is tinme for you to take your |eave."

Drawi ng ny armthrough hers, Goewyn |ed nme back up the stone-marked path to the round hut where
Scat ha received those who were sent to her, and, their tutel age conpl eted, dispatched themto
their destiny. She drew aside the black oxhi de covering and indicated that | should enter alone.
stooped | ow, and stepped in. The roomwas dark, |lit only by the sultry light of two iron braziers-
one on either side of the three-legged canp chair on which the War Leader sat.

Scatha was wapped in a scarlet cloak trimmed in gold and green, and fastened at her right

shoul der with an enornous brooch of fine red gold and the glittering green fire of eneralds. On
her head she wore a costly hel mof burnished bronze, inlaid with gold and silver tracery; her
unbound tresses spilled out frombeneath her war cap to fall over her shoul ders. Col den bracelets
and armbands gl eamed upon each wist and armthe gifts of grateful kings and princes whom she had

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (105 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:17 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

served. Behind her, their hafts driven into the earth, were two silver-bladed spears, crossed
shafts bound with a golden cord. Her feet were bare, and resting upon a great round oxhide shield
with a boss and rimof bronze engraved with the sea-wave spiral

Gnenl lian stood to one side in the shadows. She acknow edged me with a rai sed eyebrow when |
gl anced her way, but said nothing. | approached our beautiful Pen-y-Cat, touching the back of ny
hand to my forehead in the sign of reverence and respect.

"Way do you cone here?" Scatha asked sinply, beginning the ritual | had come to know well
I replied, "I cone here to request a boon, War Leader."
She nodded. "Wat boon woul d you have, son of nine?"

"I woul d have the boon of your blessing to go fromyour hearth." The words clawed and nearly stuck
in ny throat.

"Where woul d you go, ny son?" she asked gently, as a true nother night when | ooking upon her son
for the last tine.

"l would return to the hearth of ny king, War Leader. For | am bound to serve himand swear fealty
to hi mwho succors ne."

"If you would live as a warrior in a king's hall and bind your life to a king, you rmust first bind
your heart to those who will serve you."

"Tell me who they are," | replied, "and | will do what rmay be done to bind heart and life to them
that serve ne."

At this, Scatha lifted a hand to Gaenllian, who stepped quickly to her side. | saw that she
carried a sword in her left hand and a spear in her right. She placed the sword across Scatha's
out stretched pal ms. Turning, Scatha held the sword out to nme, saying, "Here is a Son of Earth,
whose spirit was kindled in the heat of fire. Do take him nmny son, and keep himal ways at your
side."

Wth nmy right hand | reached out and gripped the naked bl ade and clasped it to my breast, the hilt
over my heart. "l do take this one to serve me, Pen-y-Cat."

The War Leader inclined her head, turned to receive the spear from Gnenllian's band, and said,
"Here is a Son of Air, whose spirit was awakened in the darkness of the grove. Do take him ny
son, and keep him al ways at your side."

Wth my left hand | reached out and gripped the ashwood i haft and held it close against ne,
saying, "I do take this one to serve ne, Pen-y-Cat."

Scat ha rai sed her hands, palns outward, as if in benediction. "Go your way, son of mine. You have
the bl essing you seek."

The cerenony was concluded with these words, but | felt the lack of sonething-I wanted sonething
nmore. | knelt down and placed ny weapons at her bare feet. "Yet | would have one thing nore, War
Leader."

At this, Scatha arched an eyebrow in surprise. "Ask what is in your heart, my son.”

"The world is wide, Pen-y-Cat, and those who go fromthis ~1 place come not again. Yet | ask the
boon of your blessing to return to your hearth as to that of a kinsman. For if | have any life
after this day, it is because you have given it to ne."

Qur wi se War Leader smiled at these words. "The world is wide indeed, son of mine. And it is true
that those who go fromthis place cone not here again. Yet nmy hearth is warmand there is roomin
my hall." She raised her arns and held themout to ne. "Conme to nme, my son."

| bent forward and pl aced ny head agai nst her breast. She cradled ne in her arnms, caressing ny
cheek, and running her fingers through nmy hair. "You are ny son," she said softly. "Use the life
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have given you wi sely, and see that you acquit yourself with honor through all things. If nothing
prevents you, return here when you will. You are wel cone beneath ny roof, ny son." Scatha pl aced
her hands on ny shoul ders, kissed nme and rel eased ne.

| took up nmy weapons and went out. | was Scatha's son now one of her innunerable brood-with |eave
to come and go as | would. This pleased ne, though | could have wi shed | did not have to go away
at all.

| saw Goewyn again before going out to the ship. The day had turned chill and | ow gray clouds bl ew
in fromthe east across the bay. The tide was already flow ng, and some of the younger boys were
wai ting on the shore, eager to sail. They had been throwi ng shells at the gulls, who shrieked

i ndi gnantly overhead. Goewyn wal ked with ne upon the strand, clasping nmy hand tightly. | told her
I would return, but nmade no vow of it-we both knew better than to pl edge vows we could not keep

When the tinme cane, | waded out to the ship, clinbed aboard, and took ny place at the bow to gaze
my | ast upon Ynys Sci. Goewyn stood in the water, her yellow nantle bunched in her fists while the
restless surf surged around the hem of her heather-hued cloak. The lowering sun flared briefly
above the ridge, flooding the strand with red-gold Iight. The seawash turned all green and gold
and seething, like nolten bronze, its scattered radiance reflected in the shadowed hol | Gas of
Goewyn's face.

As the | ast passengers clanbered over the |ow side and the ship noved slowy into deeper water

Goewyn raised her hand in farewell. | waved back, whereupon she turned and hurried across the
strand to the path leading up to the caer. | watched her as she clinbed the hill path; and, as she
reached the top, | thought | saw her pause and cast a |ast | ook over her shoul der

Chapter 20

The Gorsedd of Bards

M st and darkness stole Scatha's island fromny view. Then, and only then, did Tegid reveal to ne
the reason for his comng to claimne a season early. He canme to ne where | stood alone at the
prow. Qur horses were tethered to the center picket behind us, and the other passengers and
baggage were behind the horses around the nmast. They had |it a fire on the ship's open grate and
were cooking fish and tal king loudly; no one was paying any heed to us. W could speak openly

wi t hout fear of being overheard.

He began by apologizing. "I amsorry, ny friend. If | had ny way in the natter, | would have
granted you a year and a day to take | eave of your bel oved island."

I could not tell if he were nocking ne or not. "I do not blanme you, Tegid," | said. "It was not to
be. W will speak of it no nore."

"Yet | would not have conme without good reason.” He turned fromnme to gaze out at the darkling
sea, as if into a pit of despair.

| waited for himto say, nore, but a gloony silence stretched between us. Finally, | said, "Wll
amlto know this reason? Or are you to go on nuttering in veiled hints all the way to Sycharth."

Wthout taking his eyes fromthe sea, he confided, "W do not go to Sycharth."
"No? Where then?" It was all the sane to ne; | would be m serable wherever | was.

"The Day of Strife is at hand,"” he replied by way of answer. "W go to see what may be done.”

This sounded far nore dol eful and nysterious than | was prepared to accept. | tried to nmake |ight
of it. "What? Do not tell ne that King Meldryn Maw's nead vats have run dry!" | gasped in feigned
horror.
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"Well," he allowed, cheering slightly, "it is not as bad as that, perhaps."

"What then, brother? Speak plainly or | nust think the worst."

"In three days' tine this ship will pass Ynys OCcr and we will be put ashore,” he told me, speaking
quietly, earnestly. "We will ride across the island to the western side and take a boat across the
strait to Ynys Bainail, where we will join the gorsedd of bards. O lathir has sunmoned the
Derwyddi of Albion to a gathering on the Isle of the Wite Rock."

"This gathering of bards,” | said, "amlIto know the reason for it?"

"I have told you all that was given ne. | cannot say nore."

"I do not understand, Tegid. | amno bard. Why amIto be included?"

"You are to be included because Meidryn Maw and O lathir wish it to be so. | can tell you nothing
nore," Tegid replied. But he said it in a way that gave ne to understand that he did i ndeed know
nore, but that if | wanted to hear nore it was my duty to pull it out of him | had occasionally
encountered this sanme reluctance in others. It seened that the nore delicate the situation, the

| ess straightforward the tal k. The purpose, as far as | could tell, was to protect the speaker

fromthe blame of speaking out of turn. Al so, being a bard, Tegid was no doubt under some ki nd of
prohi bition or taboo against revealing privileged informati on about affairs at court. But he
clearly wanted ne to try.

"How i s Meldryn Mawr?" | asked. "lIs he well?"

"The king is well," replied Tegid. "He is eager to see what manner of warrior you have becone."

"If | remenber correctly, Meidryn Maw has no lack of warriors. Certainly, he can have no thought
for nme.™

"Ch, but you are wong. A king can never have too many warriors-just as a man can never have too
many friends."

I knew how this gane of cat-and-nmouse was played, and it could go on for days. But | did not mnd
we had a | ong sea journey ahead of us, and | had nothing better to do than unravel Tegid' s riddle.

"A friendless man is worse than a honel ess dog," | observed, quoting a |ocal expression. "But
Meidryn Mawr is a very great king, | amtold. Wre the stars in the sky twice as many, the friends
of Meidryn Maw woul d still outnunmber them™

"Once, that could be said," sighed Tegid i n exaggerated unhappi ness. "Not now. "

So, Good King Meldryn was unhappy because he had fallen out with sone of his friends. Because of

this, sonmehow, he bad sent Tegid to fetch ne a season or two early. Very well. | decided to | eave
that trail for the monment and try another. "Great is ny distress to hear it," | said. "Still, it
will be good to see the king again-and A lathir. |I have often thought of him" It was a slight

overstatenent, seeing that |'d never exchanged a word with the nan

"Ch, yes," allowed Tegid. "The Chief Bard renenbers you with particular fondness." Even in the
dusk | could see the corners of his nmouth tw tching. He was enjoying the way | played the gane.
"Of course, | would not expect too rich a wel cone. Like the king, he has nuch to trouble him of
late. ™

What could be troubling the king and his chief bard? | took a wild guess. "At least," | ventured,

"Prince Meldron is an able | eader. A man's Sons can be a confort to himin tines of trouble."

Tegi d nodded slowy, as if willing ne to understand. "This is true. Wuld that Meidryn Maw had
nore sons."

"Does he not?" | admitted surprise.

"Al as, no. Queen Merian was a nost nobl e wonan-a match for Meidryn Maw in every way. It was joy
itself to see themriding out in the norning. The queen loved to ride, so the king kept the finest
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horses. He obtained one for her fromTir Aflan across the sea-a nagnificent animl, which he gave
to his wife as a gift. The day she first rode that horse, that was the day of her death. The
spirited beast threw her on stony ground. Queen Merian struck her head and died." He concluded his
unhappy account: "The king vowed never to take another queen."

This only deepened the nystery, | thought. Sad though it undoubtedly was, what did it have to do
with me? The answer seenmed to dance around the person of Prince Meidron, though | coul d not
i magi ne how.

"That is a very grave tragedy indeed,” | remarked. "But at |east the king was not w thout a son."
"That is so." Tegid' s terse agreenent was nore condemnmi ng than an outright rejection.

So, there was trouble in Meidryn Maw's court and Prince Mel dron was sonehow m xed up in it. Now
what? | thought for a nonent, but nothing nore cane to mind. "W are fortunate," | observed,
sl oggi ng on. "The concerns of court are no concern of ours. | would not want to be king."

"Perhaps we are not so fortunate as you believe," Tegid said, oninously. "Soon the concerns of
kings will be the concern of all." So saying, the noody Brehon slipped once nore into his gray
despondence. He noved away into the shadows, and | was left to puzzle over his parting words. But
I was no longer interested in his puzzles. The inplied foreboding had soured ne to the intrigue. |
tired of the gane. If he wanted to tell me sonething outright, well and good. If not, | was
willing to put it out of ny nind.

Two days of nist and rain nade the voyage m serable, but on the norning of the third day, as the
shi p passed through the narrows between the mainland and Ynys Ccr of the barren, |loonmng hills,
the clouds parted and the sun dazzled our eyes. Tegid and | disenbarked on a rockbound strand. W
| ed our horses to the inland track before nmounting them Wen | |ooked back, the ship was already
putting out to sea once nore.

The Isle of Ccr is donminated by high black crags and deep-seanmed glens with fast-running streans.
It is a place of wild sheep and eagles, red deer, heather, gorse, and little else. The few hardy
folk who live there shelter in the steep-sided glens, or on the flat |and above one of the

i nnurer abl e coves on the eastern side of the island.

The day stayed fair, so we nmade good speed, reaching the furthest western shore as the sun

di sappeared below the sea rim In a sheltered cove of rock and sand we found nany horses picketed
outside a white stone hut, and several Mabinogi tending their masters' nounts. The boat Tegid
expected was gone. Although, if we had been so inclined, we nmight easily have swum across to the
smal | island which was our destination: Bainail-the nane means Wiite Rock, and it was well -naned.
Except for the sparse green sea grass along the shore, the island seened little nmore than a heap
of chal ky white stone tossed up fromthe seabed.

Wiy the bards shoul d choose this place above all others for their gathering was a nystery to ne. |

could see nothing to recormend it, and rmuch against it. But then, | was no bard. | asked him as
we stood | ooking across the narrow strait to the island, and Tegid explained it this way-sinmply,
if obscurely: "Ynys Bainail is the sacred center of Al bion."

That the small rock of an island was in no way central -and was not even properly attached-to
Al bi on apparently nmade little difference.

"Shall | see if | can find a boat?" | asked, |ooking around the rock-tunbl ed cove.
"We have cone too late. The crossing nust be nade by daylight,"” Tegid expl ai ned.

Fl i pping a hand to the sky, glow ng orange and pink in the full flush of sunset, | protested, "But
the sky is not yet dark. W can easily reach the other side."

I mght have saved ny breath. "The boat will return for us in the norning. We will spend this
ni ght here on the shore."

Probably, it was just as well. | was tired froma long day's ride and, with the approach of night,
the air was growing chill. |I wanted nothing nore than to wap nyself in ny cloak before the fire
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with a bow of broth in ny belly. Indeed, we fared better than that. The Mabi nogi were well
supplied with mutton, bread, ale, and apples. And they had been instructed to care for those who,
like Tegid and nysel f, were nmaking way to the gathering.

They banked the fire high. W enjoyed a good night's sleep. And at dawn, as Tegid had said, a boat
came for us.

The sea-nist lay upon the still water, hiding the island | had seen the night before. The boat
glided wi thout sound or effort out of the fog, bearing a | one oarsman-a Gwddon whom Tegi d knew.
They exchanged greetings while | settled nmyself in the center of the craft, my spear across ny
knees. The Gwddon saw ne and said, "No weapon is pernmitted on the sacred island. You nust |eave
t hem here. ™

| hesitated, remenbering nmy warrior's promise to Scatha. Tegid m stook ny reluctance and sought to
reassure nme. "Please, haveno fear," he said. "Nothing evil will befall us there, and your presence
is required.” He signalled to one of the young nen staying behind, and | reluctantly gave over ny
sword and spear to the Mabinog's care. Tegid, his oaken staff in his hand, clinbed in before ne at
the prow, and the oarsman took up his long oar at the stern. The Mabi nog pushed us off the
shingl e, watched us away, and hastened back to the fire.

Once in deeper water, the Gwddon turned the boat and propelled us across the water. The fog

cl osed around us, cloudlike, thick as wool. It seemed to nme that as the world passed from our
sight it ceased to exist. | felt the uncanny sensation of traveling, not in distance, but through
time-to anot her day, another age. Wth the slow dip and swi sh of the oar, the boat proceeded into
a dim mst-shrouded past, or a future veiled fromview The sensation nmade ne dizzy, and

gri pped the wooden sides of the boat with both hands.

Hal fway across the narrow strait, the boat energed fromthe sea-mist. | sawthe Isle of the Wite
Rock before us, and, turning ny head to | ook behind, saw only the fog bank rising like a solid
wall fromthe gray-green sea. Nothing of the forner world remained.

The boat seened to take speed, shedding the |last w sps of fog. A short time later, the prow
touched the fine white sand of Ynys Bainail. Tegid | eaped out of the boat, pulled it onto the
sand, and beached it alongside a few other vessels there. | clinbed out of the boat to stand in
water to my knees. To ny surprise, the water was warm pal est blue, and crystal clear

| splashed ny way to where Tegid waited at the water's edge. | nmade to step ashore, but he stopped
me. "This is a sacred place and you are not a bard. If it were not for AQlathir, you would not be
all owed even this far. Do you understand?"

| nodded. Tegid, nore solenmn and serious than | had ever known him took nme by the arm and
cautioned ne tersely. "Do only what you see me do. Speak no word al oud while you are on this
i sland."

| nodded again, and Tegid jerked his chin down sharply, ending ny instruction. Then he turned and
fell into step behind our oarsman, who was striding up the beach. | stepped onto the strand,

wal ked a few paces and alnost fell flat on my face-overcome by the weird and fantastic sensation

that | could not touch the ground. That, or the ground beneath ny feet was not solid, but fluid,

Iike water or cloud. Alongside this, | had the bizarre sensation of growing very rapidly,
expandi ng, towering above the | andscape; it felt as if nmy head scraped the sky. The hair on ny
scalp and arns tingled, and nmy skin turned to gooseflesh. | could not nove for fear of falling,

certain that | would not be able to stand on the infirmground, that it would no | onger support
ne.

Seeing that | had beconme stranded, Tegid turned and hastened back to nme. He placed three fingers
on ny forehead and uttered a word | did not understand. Instantly, the inmobilizing sensation |eft
me and | crossed the beach without difficulty. W very quickly reached a sheep-trail above the
beach and followed it into the interior of the small island, towards the huge rock-stack of a hill
whi ch dominated the center of the islet, and fromwhich it derived its nane.

W wal ked for sone tinme in silence, and heard no sound: neither birds nor sea-sounds reached the
ear in that place. Al was hushed and qui et beneath a heavy pall of dense haze-as if the hand of a
god | ay cupped over the island. Wiy this should be so, | cannot say. But | do not think it was a
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nat ural thing.

| followed Tegid, still a bit queasy, keeping nmy eyes to the uneven trail lest | catch ny foot on
a stone and fall down. Wen the sheep-track began to rise, however, | |ooked up to see the great
hunp of white rock soaring in front of nme |like an enornous bank of billow ng cloud. The white rock
formed a lofty pronontory with three sides open to the sea. A narrow trail wound around the outer
rimof the pronmontory. Wthout so nuch as a backward gl ance, the Gwddon led us to this trail. At
once the footpath becane precipitous; one msstep and | woul d plunge headl ong onto a scree-covered
shingl e far bel ow.

I continued on, setting ny feet to the path wi nding up and around the giant white rock. Upon
reaching the furthest western extent, the track ended in a blank wall of stone. Pressing nyself to
the smooth rock face on ny left hand, as | inched slowy closer, | saw the Gwddon | eadi ng us pass
into this wall of rock and di sappear. | alnpost remarked on this, but renmenbered Tegi d s warning
and sai d not hi ng.

Tegi d approached the rock wall, gave a quick sideways turn, and |ikew se di sappeared. Foll ow ng
his exanple, | too stepped up to the wall, and then saw the narrow cleft-just w de enough for a
man to pass through if he swung his shoulders to the side. | did as | had seen Tegid do, and

stepped through the opening into a short tunnel. The tunnel floor slanted sharply upward. |
scranbl ed up the last few paces into daylight and onto a huge, flat grass-covered plain. A
scattering of sheep grazed over the green expanse, drifting |ike clouds across a wi de green
firmanment.

In the center of the plain rose a vast conical mound with a flattened top. Whether the nound was a
thing of nature, or crafted in sonme ancient age by hunan hands, there was no way to tell. Perhaps
it was a little of both. Atop the nound, a slender pillar pointed a tapered finger towards the
sky. At the foot of the nmound were gathered the bards in nunbers amounting to nearly a hundred-
three thirties and three, | later |earned-sone dressed in brown, others in gray.

The bards were milling about ainmessly, sone carrying their wooden rods, others hol ding branches
of hazel, rowan, oak, and other trees. They noved anbng one another, crossing one another's paths
in random fashi on. Every now and again, one of the bards would stop and strike his rod against the
ground three tines, or raise his branch and revolve it slowy in a circle around his head. C oser

| could hear the low murrmur of their voices uttering unintelligible words.

As we approached the steep-sided nound, one of the bards saw Tegi d and stepped out from anong the
others to neet him Conming nearer, | recognized that it was Qlathir, King Meldryn Maw's bard. He
glanced at ne as Tegid and | cane to stand before him and seened pleased to see ne. But he spoke
only to Tegid. They conferred with one anot her head-to-head for a short while, whereupon they were
approached by a third bard, energing fromthe throng. | recognized him although it took ne a
monent to place himthen | renmenbered himas Prince Meldron's bard, Ruadh. The discussion fni shed
abruptly as Ruadh, smiling, joined the other two.

At the sane nonent, Alathir whirled towards ne. "Watch all," the Chief Bard said, clutching nme by
the shoulder as if compelling me to understand. "Watch well."

Then the three renoved t hensel ves to the conpany of the bards. | nade to follow, but Tegid placed
hi s hand agai nst my chest and cautioned me with a curt shake of his head. | was left standing

al one.

| gathered fromdQlathir's cryptic instructions that | was to stay behind and act as sone sort of
observer, so | determined to find a good position fromwhich to view the proceedings. | found no
such pl ace-not even a stone | arge enough to serve as a seat. | was still |ooking around when the
bards, at sonme unseen signal, arranged thenselves in ordered ranks and began wal ki ng around t he
base of the nound in a slow, sunw se circle.

Once, twice, three times they~ circled the nmound, their voices nurnuring in that strange, droning
tongue. Upon conpleting the third circuit, they nmounted the steep slopes of the nmound to gather
around the central pillar far above.

From ny distant position below, | did not think | would see anything of interest. Certainly,
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could not hear a word of what passed on the nound. What then was | to observe? | could, it seened

to ne, but oversee the gathering itself. | could vouch for the fact that it took place, but little
el se.
Neverthel ess, | trained nmy eyes upon the gathering atop the mound. A sonorous hummi ng sound

drifted down from above, which |I supposed to be the bards chanting or singing.

This stopped after a while, and all becane silent-except that every now and then | woul d hear
sonmet hing drifting down fromon high in gusts and bursts: a snatch of debate, nunbl ed agreenent,
grunbl ed di sapproval , sharp choruses of affirmation and di ssent. Wat these outbursts signified,
coul d not say.

The norning passed in this way: | watched restlessly, craning nmy neck towards the high noundtop
the cl oaked bards nuttering and nurnmuring. | began to weary of ny chore. Since I did not know what
I was watching, and nothing seemed to be happening in any event, | becane bored. My m nd wander ed.

After a while the nmorning sun burned through the white haze, revealing a deep blue sky beyond.
Despite the chill beginning to the day, the sun warnmed the plain. |I lay back on ny elbows in the
grass and soon grew drowsy. As ny eyelids drooped, it occurred to me that AQlathir would not thank
me for falling asleep on duty, so | dragged nmyself to nmy feet and began wal ki ng sl owly around the
base of the nound.

This is how | passed the day, sitting in a bored stupor, relieved only by an occasi onal ranble
around the nound. Al the while the bards held their assenbly, or gorsedd, as Tegid called it.
Not hi ng happened, as far as | could tell-nothing, except the long slow march of the sun across the
enpty expanse of sky.

Late in the day, | clinbed to ny feet for yet another of ny restless circuits around the broad
base of the nmound. | nmade one circle, then another. On ny third or fourth tinme around, the
assenbly concl uded and bards began streami ng down the sides of the mound. Most of the bards
tarried in separate clusters; still others sat apart on the sides of the nound, their arns fol ded,
gazi ng out across the grass plain to the sea. However, one small group of a dozen or so bards
remai ned atop the nmound, their heads together as if in deep and desperate conversation

| stood apart fromthe groups, but no one took any notice of me. The Derwyddi, sour-faced and

glum all seemed preoccupied with weighty matters; at one point, however, | saw one of the
Derwddi steal away fromthe group and hurry across the plain towards the hilltrack | eadi ng down
to the strand. | noted it, since that was the only thing | saw the whol e day.

As | did not see Tegid or Alathir anong any of the bards lingering on the hillside or plain, |
supposed themto be anpbng the group clustered around the standing stone atop the nound-and who,
fromthe | ook of them were ardently disputing some point. This palaver continued for a good while
and then ceased abruptly. The bards lingering on the plain turned to watch their brothers com ng
down the slope, gazing, | thought, expectantly towards them

But not hing was said, and no sign was given. Those who had been waiting took up places behind
their | eaders, and all noved in procession across the plain to the hillside track and began the
| ong descent to the beach bel ow.

Tegi d canme and stood by nme as the others departed, warning me yet again to remain silent.
Alathir, who had been the Il ast to cone down fromthe nound, wal ked to where we stood. He neither
| ooked at us nor spoke, but nerely passed before us and continued on his way to the path. Tegid
took his place behind Alathir, and | foll owed.

By the time we arrived at the beach, the boats were plying the narrow channel between the islands.
W waited as they worked back and forth across the strait, ferrying the Derwyddi to the |arger

i sland and the shore where their horses waited. W were the last to leave. Olathir wanted it that
way, | believe, though it made for a long, hungry wait.

The sun was well down when we finally touched ground on Ynys Ocr once agai nh. The Mabinogi and all
the other bards had gone; only our horses remained in the shelter of the hut. It was as if the
gorsedd had never happened. | found ny weapons stashed in the stone hut, and a little bundle of
food left behind. | retrieved nmy sword and spear, gathered up the food, and brought it to where
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Tegid and A lathir stood in quiet consultation

"W will stay here the night," Tegid informed me. "There is much to do yet, and daylight will not
| ast."

Alathir, grunting agreenent, turned and wal ked away al ong the strand. Tegid watched himfor a
nmonent, and, seeing my wondering glance, explained, "Yes, he is troubled. The gorsedd did not..

," he paused, hesitated, "it ended badly."
I nodded. Tegid | aughed at nme. "You may speak now, ny friend, Nothing prevents you."

Strangely, until Tegid released me fromny ban, | had not felt that |I could speak-yet | had
noti ced no inpedinment. | found nmy tongue now, hoWever, and said, "Am| to know what is happening
now? And why | have been brought here like this?"

Tegid put his hand on ny shoulder. "It is for Qlathir to tell you what he will. Wen he returns,
perhaps he will lay all before you." He let his hand drop, and as he turned away | thought | heard
himmutter, "Know edge is a burden-once taken up, it can never be discarded."

I watched himwal k away, resenting the secrecy and guile. Ch yes, know edge is a burden,
t hought, but ignorance is a burden too-and one | was beginning to find extrenely tedious. Soneone
had better tell ne sonething soon, | vowed, or find hinself another beast of burden

Chapter 21

Cyt hraw

Alathir did not return until the sun had begun sinking behind Ynys Bainail across the water. |
had occupi ed nyself with fetching water and gathering firewood for our use through the night. For
Sol I en woul d soon be upon us and, despite the day's warnth, once the sun had di sappeared we woul d
feel the cold. Indeed, | was kneeling over a pile of kindling, ready to strike the flame for the
fire, when the Chief Bard stood over ne.

"Do not kindle the flanme," he said. "Make ready a boat." He spoke calmy, but |I could see that he
was di stracted. He kept his eyes downcast and his arms crossed, with hands hidden in the sleeves
of his siarc. His face was gray, the pallor of illness, although his voice was strong and his eyes
cl ear.

| put aside the nmetal and flint, and proceeded at once to the strand where the ranks of boats bad
been beached. Tegid joined ne and we dragged one of the boats over the sand and pushed it into the
water. | took up the oar and passed it to Tegid, standing by the prow until dlathir was settled
in, his rowan rod across his knees. Then |I pushed the boat out into the water and cl anbered in.

Tegid worked the oar with sone urgency, and | realized what drove him the tine-between-tines. The
sun was al ready sinking behind the Wite Rock; we rmust hurry if we were to reach the nound before
twilight.

We nade the crossing to Ynys Bainail quickly, and just as quickly reached the winding hilltrack
leading to the grassy plain. Alathir led the way and Tegid followed. | cane last, and felt once
agai n that strange sensation of expandi ng- stretching, growi ng, becomng larger with every step.

It was dizzying and unnerving. Yet | did not stop. | |owered ny head, gul ped deep breaths and

pl unged after the others. Heedl ess of ny awkward stunbling, | hastened al ong as quickly as
prudence all owed, dreading the return journey- that tight trail would be treacherous to retrace in
t he dark.

We gained the grassy plain just as the sun sank beneath the rimof the western sea, flamng the
wavet ops, and staining the sky red-violet and orange. The first stars gleamed in the east as the
sky darkened at the advance of night. Qlathir and Tegid hurried to the mound and began cli nmbi ng
the steep sides. This time, since | was not prevented, | went up with them
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The cone-shaped nmound was flattened at the sunmit, nmuch as | had envi saged from bel ow. A few paces
in fromthe outer edge, the circle was nmarked with several hundred round, white stones-each stone
buried in the earth with just the top protruding. Smaller stones marked the radials like the
spokes of a wheel, one spoke for each of the four quarters. The tall pillar stone nmarked the hub
of the wheel, and was covered fromits buried base to its tapering point with intricate whorls and
spirals, and the curious, dizzying circle maze which was a Celtic comonpl ace-the entire surface
covered in a richly patterned union of designs, all intertwining, all cut in sharp relief into the
surface of the white stone.

Sone of the departing bards had deposited their branches of hazel at the base of the pillar stone.
Tegid retrieved one of these and handed it to ne. "Hold to this. Watever happens, do not let it
go fromyour hand."

I was about to ask himwhat it was that he expected to happen, when he raised his hand and brushed
his fingertips across my nouth. "This, too, is for your protection. See that you utter no sound."”

At once the words forming on the tip of my tongue deserted nme; all desire to speak fled. | nerely
nodded in nute agreenment and clutched the |eafl ess hazel branch nore tightly. "Stand outside the
ring," Tegid said, pointing to the outer circle of white stones. 1-Ic glanced quickly at the sky,
then turned, taking up his oaken staff, and hastened to join Olathir, who had pulled his cloak
over his head and begun pacing slowy around the pillar stone, his rowan rod cl enched in his hands
and hel d before him

The two bards noved together around the standing stone, and the sun-flushed sky deepened into
twilight. | looked to the east and saw the rising edge of the full nbon just peeping above the sea
rim It was the tinme-between-tines.

In that sane nonment, Olathir, Chief Bard to Meidryn Maw, stopped his pacing and raised his rowan
rod to the sky, gripping it with both his hands. He called out in the secret |anguage of the
bards, his voice loud with the power of the Taran Tafod.

Fromthe | eather bag at his belt, he brought out a handful of the precious dust which the bards
call Nawglan, the Sacred Nine. It is a specially prepared m xture of ashes obtained fromthe
burni ng of the nine sacred woods: willow of the streans, hazel of the rocks, alder of the narshes,
birch of the waterfalls, ash of the shadows, yew of the plain, elmof the glens, rowan of the
mount ai ns, oak of the sun. This he scattered to the four quarters-and to the four quarters between
the quarters-as he began slowy pacing once nore in a sunwise circle around the pillar stone,
which is the sacred center of Al bion, the Island of the M ghty.

Tegid al so paced, following three steps behind the Chief Bard, holding tight to his staff of oak
a fold of his cloak over his head. A lathir spoke out a word, and Tegid echoed it. Around and
around the pillar stone they nmarched, speaking out their strange, secret incantation

How |l ong this continued, | cannot say. | stood as one bereft of wit or sense, nute and staring at
all before me, yet behol di ng not hi ng, understanding nothing. Tinme passed. Long or short the span,
I did not attend it. | was caught up in the relentless flow of Alathir's resounding voice and his

pecul i ar words.
And then the words stopped.

Al'l becane quiet and still, It was but the peace before the storm For, even as the thunder of the
Taran Tafod faded into silence, | heard a sound like the rush of waters froma broken dam or the
sudden gush of a flood through a weed-dry riverbed: a boiling, bubbling tumult of sound, confused
and striving, clashing, colliding, surging, breaking and form ng, splashing and churning as it
cane.

| turned and saw that the plain bel ow the mound was covered by a filthy yellow fog-inundating the
| and, whelm ng over all that stood before it like a plague. Seething, noiling, its raggeé&ropy
tendrils curling ever and again upon itself, the foul fog began-to swirl around the base of the
mound. | watched, ny skin turning cold and slick like clay, as the fog nounted up the sides of the
sacred nound.
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I lifted ny head and | ooked to the sky. The stars seened to streak and run together |ike nolten
silver. The newrisen noon burned red as bl ood. The darkness heaved and throbbed |ike the | abored
flanks of a beast in pain.

Fromout of the livid sky there cane a thin, wailing shriek, bloodless and cold-like that of a
Sollen wind when it hows down fromthe frozen northern heights. It grew | ouder, assailing the
moundt op, drowni ng out the churning watersound, filling this worlds-realmw th the sound of
desol ati on and nali ce.

Even as | |ooked, | saw a ghastly formtaking shape, nonstrous as it was vast, and it was vast

i ndeed. The thing seened to cone swi mmng out of the night air, out of the fabric of the sky
itself, fromout of the spaces between the streamng stars. Fromthe heart of darkness was it
formed, taking darkness as its flesh, and night airs and ethers as its bl ood and bones-scream ng
as it came, screaming with the agony of its own hei hous creation.

The thing was no creature born of earth-it lived, and yet it was not alive; it noved, yet it was
not animate; it cried out, yet possessed no tongue. Frightful to behold, it was a creature of the
hell pit, possessing in itself not so nuch a body as a nmultitude of bodies, all of them form ng
and grow ng, separating and dividing, shriveling and decaying and nelting into one another, always
changi ng, yet ever presenting the same | oathsone shape to view A shape calculated to freeze the
bl ood and to stop the warm heart beating in the breast.

| saw eyes-ten thousand gl owi ng cats' eyes: baleful, slit-pupiled, bulging and yellow | saw

mout hs: gapi ng, sucking, mewling and drooling venom | saw |inbs: gross, msshapen, withing,

t hr ashi ng- many- handed on the ends of convul sive arns; club-footed on the stunped shanks of wasted
legs. | saw torsos: bloated and obscene, shrunken, skeletal, rotting and putrid with crusted
excrescence. | saw hi deous heads: faces ravaged by di sease and di sfigured, hollow eyepits burning,
noses eaten away by cancerous | esions, white skull pates gl eani ng beneath scragged hair, wattled
jow s jiggling, corded necks straining, blackened teeth bl eeding pus from suppurating guns.

Thi s hel |l spawned creature | ooned cl oser, driving dowmn fromon high. Cruel and ravening, it drove
to execute our destruction. But sonething yet held it suspended between Earth and the nether
regions of its abysmal habitation; held it still, but would not so hold it for Iong. The thing
drew strength to itself and its appalling power increased as it wafted ever nearer, spinning and
hovering, its myriad bodies squirnmng in tortured notion

I could neither watch, nor could | refrain fromwatching, as the denonseed reached out a great
cl awed hand towards the nmoundtop. The hand, |eprous and scaly, stole swiftly across the enpty
di stance which had seenmed our only protection

As the enormous hand cl osed over us, Olathir raised his voice in an angui shed cry and swung his
rowan staff in a sweeping arc around his head. | heard it whir as it ripped through the air. Once,
twice, and then... CRACK! He struck the pillar rock, breaking the stout wooden rod in half.

In the same instant, a bright light flashed fromthe pillar stone. The Derwydd fell to his knees,
gri ppi ng the broken half of his rod between his hands, his face contorted in fearful agony.
Instinctively, | made to dash forward, but Tegid whirled and rai sed a warning hand to stay ne.

From deep within the mound there canme a sound as that of an earthquake shifting rocks and tunbling

rubbl e deep underground. Yet | felt no trenor, nor even the slightest quaver of vibration. | could
feel the sound lowin ny bowels and in ny knees. It seenmed to rise up through the soil and into ny
very bones, travelling up ny spine and rattling the top of ny skull. | swayed, suddenly weak, ny

muscl es | osi ng strength.

A lathir, using the broken rowan staff as a crutch, heaved hinself to his feet, tottered and fel
back against the pillar stone, which was now glowing with a soft, pearly light. Yet | did not
wonder at this, for ny attention was trained upon the figure of Alathir, whose features had
undergone a terrible transformation

He stood with his back hard against the weird-figured stone, arnms stiffly raised, still gripping
hal f the broken rod between his hands, and bawing with a mghty voice. Muth gaping, nostrils
flared, and eyes bulging horribly fromhis head, he appeared | ess a human being than an aninmal: a
bl ack-faced, bellow ng bull.
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The bullroar did not emanate fromthe bard' s throat, but came up fromout of the earth beneath us,
through the pillar stone and thence through Al athir who gave it voice. And such a voice! It was
deep and dire, loud with sinewed strength, firmas rooted rock, and holl ow as the nounded grave.

The sound becane a wild, inchoate chant. At first | could not make out the words, but then |
di scerned a nanme- A lathir was calling out a name. And the nanme was Dagda Sanil danac.

The words of the name neant the CGoodly-Wse Many-G fted One. It was the secret nane of the highest
god known anong the tribes of Al bion

"Dagda! Dagda Sami | danacl" the resonant bull-voice booned out. "Dagda! Sam | danac Dagda!"

Again and again the eerie invocation sounded, taking shape and substance. Up it rose, spreading
like a shield above us, enfolding us in a cloak of protection-a blessed lorica to hide us fromthe
fell eneny of all living things.

"Sami | danac! Dagda! Dagda Sami |l danac!" the great earth voice bell owed, |ouder and still | ouder
until the very nound itself quivered and shook

I could not stand before such a sound. | gripped ny hazel branch and swayed dizzily on ny feet. |
squeezed ny eyes shut, but that nade the dizziness worse. | reeled backward and fell down on hands
and knees, still clutching the hazel wand in nmy right hand. | could not breathe; | gasped for air.

| tasted the salt-sweet taste of blood on ny tongue and realized that | was grinding ny lower lip
bet ween ny teeth.

Fearfully, | turned ny eyes towards the denon hand pressing down upon us. The lorica of Alathir's
i nvocation had halted the thing's foul advance, but |acked the power to banish it. Not |ong could
the Chief Bard endure the strain of his entreaty, for already | could see himtiring. He could no
| onger hold his head erect, and his arns had begun to sag.

Soon his strength would give out; the bull-voice of the Dark Tongue would falter. And the lorica
of protection would fail. Then we would surely be crushed.

| dragged ny feet under nme and stood. Tegid |ay before ne on his side, bleeding fromhis nose and
mout h, one armflung over his head, the other stretched out as if trying to reach AQlathir. | saw
Tegid's reaching hand and determ ned what to do: | would uphold the Chief Bard's hands; | would
support his arnms and keep them upraised. As long as the bard's hands gri pped the rowan rod, we
woul d be safe.

I lurched into the circle towards the pillar stone, stunbling over the body of Tegid. Instantly, |
was battered by a force of blinding power which struck nme like the heatblast froma fire, swirling
around ne |ike wind-driven flames. My sight dinmmed. | could not see. | fought blindly onwards,
step-by-faltering-step, nmy heart thunping hard against my ribs. | could feel nmy flesh withering on
my bones.

| struggled towards the pillar stone where Alathir stood. H s head slumped on his chest. His arns
sagged.

I reached himjust as his stanmna failed and his hands, still grasping the broken rod, dropped. |
seized the rod and lifted it. Olathir raised his head, saw ne standing over him and recognition
came into his bul ging eyes. He opened his nmouth and drew breath into his |ungs.

"Dagda! Sam | danac Dagda!" the Chief Bard bell owed. "Bodd cwi Sami | danac!"

| felt once again the strange growi ng sensation in ny hands where | touched the rod: ny hands

seened to expand, to grow i nmense and powerful. | could feel a mighty strength surging into ny
fngers, palns, and wists. Had | picked up a stone, | know | could have crushed it in ny grip. The
uncanny sensation flowed through nmy hands and into ny arns, into ny shoul ders, neck and head, into
my back and chest and legs and feet. | felt as if | had grown huge, as if! had beconme a giant on

the earth, possessing a giant's strength.

I lifted the rowan rod high. Wth a loud and terrible cry, Qlathir collapsed agai nst the standing
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stone and slunped to the ground. Now | stood alone, raising the staff of power over us. dlathir
lay panting at nmy feet, feebly striving to rise

Looki ng above ne, | saw the i mense cl awed hand stretching itself above us, pressing down. M
strength, great though it was, could not prevent it fromcrushing us. | was not a bard; | knew no
words of power. | cried out to the Chief Bard: "Olathir!" | shouted, nmy voice torn fromny throat

by the shrieking blast. "Olathir, do not abandon us! Penderwdd, help us!"

He heard me, and took heart at my words. He gripped ny legs and pulled hinself to his knees. |
t hought he nmeant to rise, but instead he beckoned ne to bend near him | thrust the rowan rod
hi gh, | oosed a hand, reached down and hauled himto his feet. He tottered, clutching at ne,

| eaning on ne for support, his linbs trenbling with the effort to stand.

H s jaw worked, his mouth formed words, but | could not hear them | thought he wanted ne to say

the words he was saying. | cocked ny head, placing nmy ear to his mouth. O lathir crooked an arm
around the back of nmy neck and turned ny face to his. "Donmhain Dorcha. . . ," he whispered in the
secret | anguage of bards. "The heart... in place beyond. . . the Pbantarch sl eeps.

I understood nothing of what he said. "Wat are you sayi ng? Speak plainly!"
But he was past hearing. "Llew" he said in a choked voice. "Llew . . your servant greets you!"

| saw the sweat of death on his brow, and his eyes fierce and bright. Then he pressed his nouth to
m ne.

The Chief Bard held ne in a desperate enbrace. Before | could pull away, he breathed his dying
breath into nme. | tasted his breath hot on ny tongue. My lungs swelled to bursting. Wth ny free
hand | tried to break his stranglehold; | seized his wist and nade to pry his armfrom around ny
neck. But he was already slipping away. The nmovenent begun to | oose nyself fromhis grasp finished
with a futile grab to save himfromfalling and striking his head against the pillar stone.

"Alathir!™ | cried, and ny voice trenbled the ground beneath ny feet. "Qlathir, do not die!"
The Chief Bard was al ready dead.

That he should die, while | strove to save him angered ne. That he should die, leaving ne to

battle the heliborn beast alone, infuriated me. Instantly, | was overcome with a savage rage.
"Alathir!"™ | shouted. "Stand up! | need you!"
The body lay in a pathetic heap at ny feet. "Stand you, Olathir!" | cried. | kicked at him but

he did not respond. This angered ne the nmore. In white-hot fury |I struck himwth the rowan rod. |
struck himtime and again, screaning at himto rise. But he did not rise.

Anger and frustration warred within ne. | fell upon him clubbing himw th the broken rod.
"Dagda!" | wailed, using the words | had heard himutter, "Sam |danac Dagda, nmake himlive!"

It cane into ny mind that | was beating a dead nan-and that the hell spawn hovering over the nound

was deriving pleasure and strength fromthis abom nation. Wth an effort of will | pushed nyself
away fromOlathir's battered corpse. | stood and, with a mghty heave, slamed the rowan rod into
the side of the pillar stone: once... and once nore... and yet once nore.

Then | threw the bl ood-sneared staff into the | eering, smrking maw above ne. The rowan rod spun
up into the night sky, striking the creature of the pit. There cane a sound like a terrible rush
of wind as the lowering inmage splintered and flew into a vapor of fragnents that vanished like the
night's nmist before the clear Iight of day.

The whol e sky seened to lighten at once, flashing forth in a blaze of crinson and gold. | | ooked
and saw the flanmi ng sunrimtouching the lip of the horizon. The time-between-tinmes!

Wthin nmonents the plain belowthe nound was awash in golden light. The pillar stone shone |ike an
eart hstar, dazzling in the dawn light. | raised ny eyes, shielding themw th ny hands fromthe new
day's light. | saw only the norning stars gleaning in the paling firnmanent. The creature of the

ni ght was gone.
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G eat fatigue descended upon ne, and | sank down on ny knees beside the Chief Bard's body. Tears
started in ny eyes to see what | had done to that once-handsone head. Shane and sorrow fl owed
mngled in the hot tears that streaned down ny face. "Forgive me, Alathir," | wept. "Please,
forgive nme."

Tegid found ne sone little tinme later, still weeping over the body, holding Qlathir's broken head
on ny knees, bathing it with ny tears. | felt a touch on ny shoul der. "What has happened here?"
Tegi d asked.

I raised my head to make an answer, but the expression on Tegid' s face stopped nme. He stared at
the body in stunned and bew | dered sil ence, his hands shaking in utter agitation. H's nouth formed
words, but he could not speak. When he fmally found his voice, it was a single astonished word.

n Fb\l\p"

| could only shake nmy head in reply. Was it the creature of the pit that killed hin? Was it the
Dagda? | did not know.

Tegi d dropped to his knees beside ne and pressed his hands to either side of Alathir's head. He
| owered his face to the Penderwydd's and pressed his lips to the nowcold brow "My it go well
with you on your journey hence," he nurnured.

The Brehon lifted A lathir's shoul ders fromny knees and set about straightening the crooked Iinbs
and snoot hing the runpled clothing. Wien he had finished, he stood. "Were is his staff?" he
asked.

"I threwit," | replied, and glanced across the flattened top of the nmound. | saw part of the
broken rowan rod Iying on the ground at the edge of the circle of white stones. | walked to it and
stooped to retrieve it.

As ny hand cl osed on the length of rounded wood, | felt once nore the strange power of the rod. |
stood hol ding the object before nme as if it were a snake. The sensation of strength overwhel ned
me. It seened as if nmy linbs were growing to the size of trees, as if nmy head touched the cl ouds,
as if ny hands could nmove the hills. | could hear the blood-rush pounding in ny ears like the
sound of wi nd-driven surf.

It seenmed as if | held within nyself the power to do all things. | had only to lift nmy hand and
what ever | craved woul d be acconplished. Nothing was denied nme; nothing would be withheld if |
desired it. At the sound of ny voice, the earth and sky would obey. | held within nyself the
authority to acconplish whatever | sought. My very presence could heal or slay. No |onger was |

confined to tread the dust |ike normal nen. Wiere other nmen wal ked, | would run; where they ran, |
woul d fly.

I would fly.

Hol ding the rowan rod in ny hand, and gazing out across the plain fromthe noundtop, | knew

could fly. I had only to lift my foot and | would sail out upon the wi nd, borne by unseen w ngs. |

wal ked to the edge of the mound, and calmy stepped out into nothing.

Chapter 22

Li ew

I do not renenber sleeping. |I do not remenber waking. | renmenber only this: Goewyn softly singing,
her voice like a ;ilken cord gently tugging me back to ny senses and to nyself. Sight returned to
me, and | saw Goewyn's fair face ibove ne and felt ny head cradled in her lap. | lay on a Fl eece-
covered pallet in a small, rush-lit room soft otterskin covering me.

I drew breath tosp~, but before | could utter a sound she placed her fingertip to ny lips. "Hush,
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my soul," she whispered, "say nothing yet." She raised ny head and offered a cup. "Drink this, and
you will find your voice."

| sipped the warmliquid-tasting of honey and herbs- and it soothed nmy dry throat. | drained the
cup and Goewyn | owered ny head to her |ap once nore. "Wat has happened?" | asked. "Wy am|

her e?"

"Do you not know?" She held her head to one side, her long tresses slid fromher shoulder to fall
in a curling cascade above nme. | snelled the scent of heather in her hair, and it nade ne ache
wi th | ongi ng.

"I know only that I amwhere | always want to be," | replied. | spoke ny heart w thout inhibition
And, taking a handful of her hair, | drew her face toward mne. Her |ips were warm her Kkiss sweet
as the honeyed nead. | did not want the kiss to end.

"You have returned, indeed," Goewyn nurnured. "I feared you had left us."

"Where am | ?"
"Do you not remrenber?"

"I remenber nothing, I-" Even as | spoke, | was assailed by a confused rush of inmmges and
sensations-but nuted, as if dulled by great distance and greater tine. | dimy renenbered | eaving
Ynys Sci, the sea journey to Ynys Ccr, the gorsedd of bards, and the fearful battle with the evi
horror that took Qlathir's life. | renenbered Iying crunpled in the bottom of a boat, being
tossed about on dangerous waves, and screani ng-l remenbered scream ng unknown words at the top of
my lungs, hurling garbled abuse at the four winds. | renenbered, but it all seened obscure and of
little consequence conpared with the |l ook of love in Goewn's dark eyes.

"Yes," | told her, "I remenber now sone of it. But | do not recall |eaving the sacred nound, or
returning-if I have returned-to Ynys Sci."

Goewyn stroked ny forehead. "You are with me in ny nother's house. My sisters and | have been
caring for you these many days."

"How many days?"

"Three threes of days since you cane here."
"And how did | come here?"

"Tegid brought you."

"Where is he?" | asked.

"He is well. I will bid himconme to you when you wi sh." She smiled, and | saw the fatigue behind
her eyes. She had been watching over me day and night.

| attempted to rise, and found the effort greater than | had imagi ned. My nuscles were stiff; ny

stomach, back, and | egs cranped the instant | stirred. "Aghh!" | cried out in pain

Goewyn carefully shifted my head to the pallet beneath ne. "Lie still," she conmanded, rising
quickly. "I will bring help."

I bit the inside of ny cheek to keep from scream ng as the spasnms racked ny body. In a nonent
Goewyn returned with one of her sisters. Govan hurried to where | | ay doubled over on the pallet
and said to Goewyn, "Leave us. | will attend himnow"

Goewyn hesitated. "Go now," Govan insisted. "I will send to you when | have finished."

As soon as Goewyn had gone, Govan brought out a green jar which she placed am dst the burning
coals of the iron brazier. Then she unwound the belt from around her waist, put it aside, and drew
her arms through the neck of her mantle, pulling it off. Taking up the green jar once again, she
pul l ed the clunp of noss fromits nmouth and poured sone of its contents into the pal mof her hand.

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (119 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:18 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

The roomfilled with the fragrance of scented oil. She replaced the jar in the brazier and rubbed
her palns together. "Do not resist. This will soothe and heal you."

She stripped away ny otterskin covering, took hold of ny shoulders and gently rolled ne onto ny
stomach. My flesh warmed where she touched nme, and in a nmonent | felt the sane soothing warnth
spreadi ng across the knot-tight nuscles of ny back. Govan sang softly as she worked over me. Her
strong fingers stroked the pain away, applying the healing balm kneading life into ny knotted,
wooden fl esh.

She massaged ny shoul ders and back, thighs, legs, and feet; then she rolled ne over and rubbed ny
chest and stomach, arns and hands. Wen she had fmnished, every part of ny body felt |oose and
lank. I smled though a | azy haze of pleasure, warm and rel axed fromhead to heel. | had no desire
to rouse nyself, and did not care if | never noved again.

Govan pulled the otterskin over ne. "You will sleep now And when you awake you w |l be hungry.
There will be food awaiting you." She dressed herself and departed. | was asl eep before she |eft
the room

| woke again al nost at once-or so it seenmed. But | had slept, for someone had cone in while

dozed and left ne bread and ale, and a little cheese. | drank sone of the ale, and then, overcone
by an al nost ravenous hunger, tore the loaf in half and stuffed as much of it in ny nouth as
could. | ate the cheese and the other half of the loaf |ikew se, and drained the cup

Besi des the food, soneone had al so brought clothing and left it folded neatly at the foot of ny
pallet. | rose slowy and clinbed unsteadily to ny feet. | took up the siarc and thrust ny arns
into the sleeves, adnmiring the color and quality: scarlet, the hue of winter-ripe nightshade
berries; the fine-wven breecs were checked with shades of russet and brown. The | eather of the
wi de belt and buskins was thick and soft, wi thout blem sh or mark, the color of sand; the cloak
was feathery gray, the color of dove down, and the intricate knotwork of its hem bright silver.
The brooch was silver too, large and round, its surface inset with bright blue stones.

Never had | owned clothes so fine. It was the rainent of a wealthy chieftain. Wiy | should be so
favored, | did not stop to consider. | dressed gladly, praising the generosity of my unknown
patron- Scat ha herself, no doubt. Wen | had arranged the cl oak over ny shoulders, | fastened the
silver brooch and went out.

I was weaker than | thought, for the small effort at crossing the threshold nmade nme |ight headed
and di zzy. | staggered agai nst the doorpost and paused there until the house stopped spinning. The
sun had slipped below a gray, hardcast sky briefly to illumne a dying day with a pale yell ow
light. Cold, with a raw wind off the sea, the air was sharp with the tang of salt.

Sone of the ol der boys who were staying on the island through Sollen had gathered nearby to play
hurl ey. The | ow sun stretched their shadows |Iong on the field. They stopped their game when they
saw ne, each one staring at me. None called Qut a greeting, though I knew themall and they knew
ne.

Goewyn appeared on the path outside the door. She saw ne clutching the doorpost and hurried to ny
side. The brash sea wi nd caught her unbound hair and blew the | ong gol den tresses across her face
as she gathered my armin hers. "I was conming to sit with you while you slept. | did not think you
woul d rise so soon."

"1 have slept enough. | want to walk," | told her. Supporting ne, her arm beneath m ne, she
steered ne past the gawking boys in the yard, and out towards the sea cliff.

"How do you feel ?" she asked.

"I feel newnade," | said. At these words Goewyn hesitated-only a small falter in her step and a
si del ong gl ance, both of which she covered instantly. But | noticed.

"Way did you | ook at ne so?" | asked. "ls sonething wong?"

She snmiled, but again | sensed the nerest hint of indecision |efore she answered. "You | ooked |ike
soneone el se just then," she replied. "It nmust have been the light."
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I ndeed, the fading afternoon |ight cast a gol den glow over the sea and rocks bel ow us, and turned
Goewyn's honey-wed hair to spungold, and her fair skin to finest anber. The wind was fresh off the
sea, flinging waves against the rocks and kicking up a mist that glimrered in the air. Too soon
the golden light began to fade. Overcone by a sudden urge to touch her, | stopped on the path and
raised a hand to her Face, cupping ny palmto her cheek. She did not resist.

"Tegid is waiting," Goewyn said after a nonment, but did riot draw away. W stood a little |onger
then turned and made our way back to the cluster of dwellings.

We found Tegid in the hall and joined himat the hearth where he stood before a fire, holding a
horn of ale. Upon seeing ne, he affected an expression of indifference; but the relief in his
voi ce was real enough. "So, you walk the land of the living yet a little longer. | feared we had
| ost you, brother."

Goewyn refuted this happily. "He told us fromthe first that you would return," she said. "Tegid
never doubted."

Enbarrassed, Tegid gave a deprecating shrug and pressed the ale horn into ny hand. "Drink! | wll
bring nore."

He hastened away, and | turned to Goewyn, taking her hand and pressing it. "Thank you for... for
wat chi ng over ne, for caring for me-for saving ne."

"Tegid is the one who saved you," she replied. "He endured nuch to bring you here. Conpared to
that, we did nothing."

"I't was not nothing to me," | insisted. "I amin his debt, and yours. But it is a debt | | ook
forward to repaying. Until then, accept my thanks."

"Truly," she replied, "there is no debt." She pressed ny hand earnestly and stepped away. "You and
Tegid will have nmuch to talk about. | will |eave you now. "

She nmoved across the enpty hall and | watched her, surprised by the sudden surge of feeling for
her. The hall seened to grow visibly darker as she noved away, and | felt a chill creep into the
air. | alnost called her back to sit with nme, but Tegid returned with cups and a jar of brown ale.

Wen we had seated ourselves at the hearth, | asked himto explain what he renenbered of that
freaki sh night on the Wiite Rock. My own nmenory-so full of weird and frightening inpressions, and
i ncredi bly grotesque i mages- was not to be trusted. "I remenber little of what happened,” | told
him "And that which | do remenber is not certain.”

Tegid drank fromhis cup and then set it aside before answering. "The Gorsedd of Bards failed," he
said at last, beginning well before the events in question

"The gat hering-yes, | renmenber."” And | renenbered sonething else, too. "Yes, but what | want to
know is why? Why was | there at all? What was it all about?"

"As | explained to you aboard the ship-"

"Expl ained!" | scoffed. "You explained nothing. You said | was there because Al athir and Ml dryn
Mawr wi shed it to be so. But you did not tell me why they wi shed nme there."

"Alathir intended to tell you after the gorsedd, but. He shied from sayi ng the words
"But he died. Soyou nust tell me, Tegid. Now "

Li ke a man conposing hinself, trusting his weight to an injured Iinb, Tegid paused, assessing the
damage his words might inflict. "There is trouble in Albion." he said sinply. "The three real ns
are divided: Prydain, Llogres, and Cal edon-each | ooks only to itself and prepares for war with the
others. The Day of Strife has comne."

"Ch yes, this nysterious Day of Strife. | remenber. Go on.,'
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"Even the noble clans are divided, royal houses are torn apart fromwthin."
"Even the royal house of Ml dryn Mawr ?"

Tegid did not deign to answer, but | knew | guessed correctly. "You have lived in Sci these seven
years," he continued. "You have been absent from Sycharth, so you could not have joined in the
treacheries against the king. For this reason, you were chosen to attend the gathering. Alathir
and Mel dryn Maw deternined to have you there to bear witness to all that happened at the

gat hering."

"But | did not attend the gathering," | rem nded him feeling cheated because | had not been
better apprised, and slightly insulted because | had not been fully trusted. "No one told ne
anyt hi ng about this."

"To tell you beforehand,"” Tegid explained patiently, "would have poi soned your discernnent."

"So you say;" | grumnped, remenbering the cat-and-nmuse gane we had pl ayed aboard ship on the way
to the island. Perhaps the bard had insinuated as nuch as he dared.

Tegid did not attenpt to defend the judgnment. He nerely continued, saying, "Fear had al ready
clained the souls of many good nen, bards anbng them dlathir suspected treachery anong the
br ot herhood and pl anned to expose the traitors and purge them But his plan failed. He had no
choice but to conclude the gorsedd, lest he warn the traitors that he knew of their betrayals."”

"So the thing | was watching for-whatever it was-did not take place."

Tegid held his head a little to one side, appraising ne. "I do not know but you do."
"Do | ?"

"Did you see anything during the gorsedd?"

"I saw not hing. Everyone went up to the nound, and | stayed below. | waited, wal ki ng around the
mound fromtine to tine, and then everyone cane down agai n. Not hi ng happened. Everyone |eft, and
I. . . No, there was sonething."

Tegid | eaned forward. "Wat do you recall?"

In ny minds eye | saw again the figure hurrying away across the plain, nonents before the
gat hering concluded. "No doubt it is of little inportance,” | said slowy. "But just before the
bards came down fromthe nound, | saw soneone | eaving the assenbly."

"Was it Ruadh?"

"The prince's bard?" | thought for a noment, but | could not be certain. "It could have been
Ruadh. | do not know. "

"Alathir would have known," Tegid said with conviction

"Then why did he not ask nme?" | demanded. This rmade no sense. | hated these petty intrigues;
| acked the patience.

Tegi d | ooked away, his face closed as a slamed door. This was hard for him It came to ne that he
loved Alathir, his master and guide. | relented. "Why did Alathir want to go back to the nmound
that night? Was it to do with this traitor?"

"Yes, and all the traitors," Tegid replied solemly. "The Chief Bard sought know edge of how far
the treachery had spread.” He halted, swung his eyes to ne and then away again. He frowned into
t he deep-shadowed hail. "Olathir believed the king was in danger," he said at last. H s voice
struck a hollow note in the enpty hall. "That is why he returned to the sacred nound that night.
He hoped by neans of the Sight to | earn whose hand was rai sed agai nst the king. But he did not
reckon on the. . . the. "

Tegid's voice trailed off awkwardly, and | knew why: the hellish creature on the nmound. "Tell ne,
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Tegid," | demanded, gently, but firmy. "Wat was it that we saw up there?"

Tegid's mouth twitched with revul sion. "The Dweller of the Pit of Uffern, the Ancient Evil, the
Spirit of Destruction. You saw the force of death, decay, and chaos. Cythraw is its name, but it
is not a name spoken al oud save in dread."

| knew exactly what he neant. | felt ny heart go cold within me as | recalled nmy unwitting rout of
the nonster. "Wy did this thing, the Cythrawl -why did it attack us?"

"Aiathir sumoned it-" began Tegid
"What!" The ale jar nearly slipped fromny fingers. "Are you saying he called it on purpose?’

"No," the bard replied. "He did not know that the Cythrawl was | oosed, or he would never have gone
up to the nound. He only thought to summon know edge of the evildoers."

"And this nonster answered instead?"

"Yes, and once the Cythrawl appeared, he had no choice but to force the confrontati on. He hoped to
bind it before its power in the land grew too great to defeat. He had no idea how powerful it had
al ready becone.™

| could only shake nmy head in disbhelief. "Was he insane? Wiy would he do such a thing?"

"W stood in the nost sacred place in Albion. If the Cythrawl had succeeded in defeating us there,
no force in this worlds-realmcould prevent the destruction to follow Al bion would fall back into
the void," Tegid added. "It would be as if our world had never existed."

Tegi d becane suddenly earnest. "But you drove the Cythrawl away before it could destroy the sacred
center of Al bion. Cone the worst, sone small part of Albion will remain."

"Wuld that | could have saved A lathir,” | nmused aloud. "I amsorry, Tegid."

"No doubt you did all that could be done," he replied unhappily. We lifted our jars to the Chief
Bard's nmenmory and drank in silence, whereupon Tegid put his aside. "Now you nust tell nme what
happened up there on the nound.”

"You know as well as | do what happened,” | told him
"I know sone-not all. | was not with Alathir when he died, but you were. You nust tell ne howit
was. | must hear it all."

I nmade to answer, but could not. What had happened up on the nmound? | hardly knew. | saw i mages-
confused and grotesque-a bizarre flood of hideous inpressions and nightmare sensations. | closed
my eyes and tried to force the hateful vision fromny mnd. Wien | opened them again, Tegid was
wat chi ng me expectantly. But how could | tell himwhat had happened when | did not know nyself? "

cannot say," | said at |ast, shaking ny head. "I do not know "
"You nmust tell ne," Tegid urged.

"l cannot remenber."

"Tell nme," he insisted. "It is inportant!”

"I tell you | do not know Leave it!"

Tegid stared hard at me, as if willing ne to answer. He opened his nouth to speak, and then cl osed
it, biting back the words before he uttered them W sat for sone nonments at inpasse while Tegid
scow ed at ne. Then, all at once, he stood. "Cone," he said quickly, notioning for nme to rise.
Fol Il ow ne. "

"Why? Where are we goi ng?" But Tegid did not answer; he was al ready novi ng towards the door

He led u~ o~j~ fromthe ball. The sun had gone, and the wind with it. Still, the night would be
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cold. | regretted Ieaving the warnmth of the hall, and pulled nmy cloak nore tightly around ne as we
hurried across the darkening yard.

We paused at the door of one of the small, round houses that stood within the caer. "Wiit here,"
he said, and entered. | stood outside until he returned. After a while he energed. "You may go in
to her now," he said.

"Who?" | said, catching his arm

"Onenl lian.™

"Why? What is happeni ng?"

"I think you should speak to the Banfaith."

"l do not want to speak to her, Tegid," | whispered harshly. "Wiy are you doing this to ne?"

"You nust speak to her," he replied firmy. "She is waiting."

"Come with ne."

"No." He took ny hand fromhis armand drew aside the black cal fskin at the doorway. "I wll await
you in the hall,” he said, and all but pushed ne across the threshold. "Cone tome when you are
fmshed. "

He turned and retreated across the yard. \Wen he had gone, | stooped and entered the stone house
It was bare, like all the others, but Gaenllian had a Iow, iron brazier burning in the center of
the room and the floor was piled thick with reeds, and covered with skins and fl eeces of shaggy
goats and brown sheep.

Gnenl lian herself was sitting in the center of the dwelling's single room her cloak gathered at
the neckand spread around her so that only her head showed above it. Her |ong auburn hair, deep
hued in the enberglow, fell unbound and snoboth over her shoul ders. Her |arge eyes were closed, her
lips slightly parted. She seened a sl eeper on the verge of waking. | crept in to her presence
quietly, lest | disturb her nmeditations, and sat down cross-legged on the skin of a tawny calf.

After a monent, | heard her sigh-a | ong exhal ation of breath, followed by an equally |ong
i nhal ati on. She opened her eyes and inspected ne without utterance. | returned her gaze placidly,
content to remain silent in her presence until she granted ne | eave to speak

There came a novenment frominside her cloak, and Geaenllian stretched forth a bare white arm
towards the brazier. She held a cluster of dry oak |eaves in her hand, and these she placed on the
burning coals. The dry | eaves snmoldered and burst into flame, filling the small roomw th a sharp
scent that reninded ne of another time, and another place, now far, far aivay.

Smoke curled into the air; she inhaled the scent, drawing air deep into her |ungs. Wen she
finally spoke, | did not recognize her voice. Wen Gaenllian sang, her voice was supple as a

wi |l ow wand, sweet as summer's gol den nead, passionate, and el oquent, and charning. The voice that
addressed ne now, however, though serene, was sonber and distant; yet the authority behind each
word was absolute and infallible. It was Gaenllian the Banfaith, the w se prophetess, who sat
before ne now, watching me with fathonl ess, green eyes.

She said: "The stranger's foot is established on Al bion's Rock. Clothed in beauty, richly arrayed,
is he who defends the Dagda's fair race. Hail, Silver Hand, your servant greets you!"

I inclined ny head in acknow edgrment of her strange greeting, but gave no other sign, for | had
not been granted |l eave to speak. Also, | was not at all certain it was ne she was tal ki ng about.
Silver Hand? The name meant nothing to ne.

The Banfaith drew out from beneath her cloak a torc nmade of dozens of thick silver strands, each
strand twi sted and plaited. She placed the costly neck ring on the floor between us and intoned
stiffly, "Ask what you will, the truth will be revealed to you. In the Day of Strife, nothing wll
be hidden from Sam | danac's chosen.” Then, in a softer voice, she added, "Speak your heart, Silver
Hand; you will not be turned away."
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Once nmore | inclined ny head. There were so many things | wanted to know, so nmuch | needed to ask
I was sone tinme deciding which of the questions jostling one another on the tip of ny tongue
shoul d ask first.

"Banfaith," | blurted at last, "you have called me Silver Hand. | would know why | have been
addressed by this nane.”

Al t hough she had promi sed that nothing would remain hidden, her reply did little to enlighten ne.
"He who woul d wear the torc of a chanpion nust a chanpion be. Wen the Cythrawl is |loosed in
Al bion, Lleu Liaw Gyffes, the Lion of the Sure Hand, returns to defend Dagda's children."

"Banfaith," | said, "I amtrying to understand. If nothing prevents you, please tell me howthis
canme to be."

"Not hi ng prevents ne, and | will tell you gladly: fromtine beyond renenbering, the nane Lleu
bel ongs to the Dagda. Since the chanpion is raised by his call, therefore is the chanpi on nanmed
Ll ew Ll aw Eraint."

She answered ny questions readily, but her answers only served to deepen the nystery and
confusion. | tried again. "This chanmpion,"” | said, "this Llew Silver Hand-how is he rai sed?"

"Goodly-Wse is the Many-G fted One,"” Gaenllian replied cryptically. "He sees all, knows all
establishes all with his Sure Hand. The Swi ft Sure Hand chooses who he will."

"Wse Banfaith, do you think I amthis chanpion?" | asked once nore.
"The Dagda Sami | danac has chosen. Now it is for you to choose what you will."

That made no sense to ne either. However, not to appear contrary, | thanked the Banfaith for
hel pi ng me understand, and tried another approach. "The Day of Strife," | said, "is not known to
me-1 would gladly hear all you could tell ne."

At this the Banfaith closed her eyes slowy and withdrew into herself. | heard the soft tick and
snap of the charcoal in the brazier as she searched the scattered pathways of the future for a
word or sign she might inpart. When she spoke again, her voice held a note of anguish that pierced
my heart tohearit.

"Hear, 0 Silver Hand; heed the Head of Wsdom" she said, raising her hands, palns outward, in
decl amati on. "The Destroyer of the North shall |oose his rage on Three Fair Realns; with tooth and
claw will he rend flesh from bone.

H's white minions will defeat the fair forces of Gyd. A pall of white |lies upon the |Iand, fam ne
both young and ol d shall devour. The Gray Hound has slipped his chain; the bones of children he
shal | crack. The Red-eyed Wanderer shall pierce the throats of all who pursue him

"Sorrow and be sad, deep grief is granted Albion in triple nmeasure. The Golden King in his kingdom
will strike his foot against the ~ock of Contention. The Wormof fiery breath will claimthe
throne of Prydain; Liogres will be without a |ord. But happy shall be Cal edon; the Flight of

Ravens will flock to her many-shadowed gl ens, and ravensong shall be her song.

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

"In the Day of Strife, root and branch shall change pl aces, and the newness of the thing shal
pass for a wonder. Let the sun be dull as anber, let the noon hide her face: abom nation stal ks
the land. Let the four winds contend with one another in dreadful blast; let the sound be heard
among the stars. The Dust of the Ancients will rise on the clouds; the essence of Al bion is
scattered and torn anobng contendi ng w nds.

"The seas will rise up with mighty voices. Nowhere is there safe harbor. Arianrhod sleeps in her
sea-girt headl and. Though many seek her, she will not be found. Though many ~ry out to her, she
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cannot hear their voices. Only the chaste kiss will restore her to her rightful place.

"Then shall rage the G ant of Wckedness, and terrify all with the keen edge of his sword. His
eyes shall flash forth fire; his lips shall drip poison. Wth his great host he will |espoil the
island. Al who oppose himw |l be swept away in the flood of wongdoing that flows from his hand.
The Island Df the Mghty will becone a tonb.

"All this by the Brazen Man is cone to pass, who |ikew se mounted on his steed of brass works woe
both great and dire. Rise up Men of Gairl Fill your hands w th weapons and Dppose the false nmen in
your mdst! The sound of the battleclash will be heard anbng the stars of heaven and the G eat
Year will proceed to its final consummation

"Hear, O Son of Albion: Blood is born of blood. Flesh is born of flesh. But the spirit is born of
Spirit and with Spirit evernore remains. Before Albion is One, the Hero Feat nust be perforned and
Silver Hand rnust reign."

Seized with a terrible sorrow, the prophetic voice broke. "The Phantarch is dead!" she sobbed.

"Dead! ... The Phantarch is taken fromus and the Song is silent.... The Cythraw destroys the
| and! "
Grenllian sat for a long tine with eyes closed, weeping inwardly. | wanted nothing nore than to

slink away, to flee her presence so that | would not have to hear nore of her pronouncenents. But
she opened her eyes and held ne with her nournful gaze.

"Banfaith," | said, ny own heart troubled with the tornent of her terrible vision, "I know not hing
of this Hero Feat, or howit nay be acconplished. It seens to ne a task nore befitting a bard.

Yet, what may be done, that | will do. Only tell me one thing nore. Howis the Cythrawl to be
def eat ed?”

"Before the Cythrawl can be conquered, the Song nust be restored."
"This song of which you speak-am| to know it?"

The Wse Banféith regarded ne sadly, solemly. "No one knows the Song, save the Phantarch al one.
For it is the chief treasure of this worlds-realmand not to be despoiled by snall-soul ed
creatures or unworthy servants. Before the sun and noon and stars were set in their unchangi ng
courses, before living creatures drew breath, from before the beginning of all that is or will be

the Song was sung. You have asked ne to nane the Song. Very well, know you this: it is the Song of
Al bi on. "
Chapter 23

The Day of Strife

I did not sleep that night. And | did not return to the hail. | stalked the cliffs above the
restless water in the dark, little caring whether | struck ny foot and plunged headl ong to ny
death on the sea crags below. Then | et the Dagda choose soneone else. | wanted no part of it.

| stonped along the clifftops for a long time-anxious, fearful, tornented by the prophecy the
Banfaith had given ne, and angry at Tegid's goading. So | storned the coast track, cursing to the
wi nd and shouting nmy defiance to the surging sea. In the end, | perched nyself on a rock

overl ooki ng the tide-washed shingle and settled to watch the sun rise. That was where Goewyn found
me, watching the pearly sunlight seep into the sky and stain the sea with bl ood. She cane so
quietly to stand behind ne that | did not hear her. | sinply knew that she was there, and then
felt her warm fngers on my neck

She stood for sone tine wthout speaking, pressing her body against ny back, stroking nmy hair and
neck. At last she said, "Tegid tells me you nmust |eave."
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"He is deternmined," | nuttered norosely. "Deternined to get us frozen to death and drowned."

"Sollen is not begun in force. You may yet sail with sonme assurance.
and settled next to ne on ny cold rock.

She stepped around beside ne

"Nothing is assured,” | nuttered. "Nothing ever stays the sane.”

She | eaned agai nst ne, resting her head lightly on ny shoulder. "So gl oonmy," she sighed. "Yet you
are strong, and life is yours for the taking. Wiy think the worst?"

Because the worst and the inevitable are often one and the sane, | considered. But | did not want
to provoke Goewyn, who was only trying to cheer nme, so | said nothing, and we listened to the
waves churn the pebbles on the strand. Four white gulls sailed | ow across the water, their

Wi ngti ps touching the waves.

"When a bard like AQlathir dies," she said after atime, as if we had been discussing the subject
at length, "he nust breathe his awen into another, so that it will not be |l ost. Once lost, the
awen i s never recovered and its light passes out of the world forever."”

"Yes, and what else did Tegid tell you?" | snapped, regretting the remark at once.

"Tegid woul d have given his life to save Qlathir," Goewyn continued, ignoring ny rudeness. "But
it was not to be. Yet when the tinme cane, you were with himto receive the Chief Bard' s awen."

The awen... so that was on Tegid' s mind as well. The awen, | knew, is considered the source of a
bard's insight, the all-inspiring spirit of his art. It is that which nourishes, clothes, and
shelters the people of his tribe. The awen is the breath of the Dagda which gui des and instructs,
and which sets a bard apart from other nen.

"But why give it to me?" | denanded, ny anger flaring again. "I amno bard! | do not want it. |
cannot use it."

"It was given to you because you were there," Goewyn soot hed.

"And | would give it to Tegid if | could," | declared sharply. "I want no part of it!"

I felt her hand on ny cheek as she turned ny face to hers. "You have been chosen for great
things," she said, and al though she spoke lightly her tone was edged with an iron conviction

"You have been talking to Gaenllian, too." | turned ny face away.

"l know not hing of what Gaenllian has told you. But it does not take a Banfaith's vision to see
it. When Tegid returned with you in the boat, | thought you dead. But one look, and | saw the hero
l'ight on you-and |I knew that the Dagda had covered you with his hand."

"I never asked for it," | nuttered bitterly. "I never wanted any of this!" | |ooked towards the
rising sun. Already, the day's fresh light was fadi ng behind black cl ouds and the wi nd was | ashing
the waves to froth. Soon Tegid and | would set forth on that cold sea, to return to Sycharth, and
I woul d never see Ynys Sci again.

As if reading ny thoughts, Goewyn replied. "The future is reached by many pat hways. Wwo is to say
where our ways may neet?"

W sat for a while longer, and then she departed, withdrawing quietly, leaving ne to nmy selfish
nsery.

The boat that had borne us to Scatha's island was small. Wthout a pilot and crew, we woul d not
have been able to handle a larger boat. So the small sturdy craft served us well, where another
woul d have foundered in the Sollen swell. Indeed, our little black boat rode the w nd-driven waves

li ke a feather.
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Still, it is tenpting disaster to trust too much in the fickle, inconstant Sollen weather. One
monent the sun can be warm and shining, the next an icy northern blast is slicing through your

wi nter wool and freezing your flesh. W knew that we could not reach Sycharth by boat, though that
woul d have been nmuch the qui ckest way. Tegid was not intent on suicide, he only thought to reach
the harbor at FfimFfaller where we could obtain horses and provisions to continue our journey
overland. O, failing that, to put in at Ynys Ccr and nake our way to the mainland fromthere-nuch
the sl owest way.

The weather was not a friend to us. The second day out, a storm swept down fromthe north and we
were forced to take refuge in a sheltered bay on the rock-bound coast of the mainland. We found a
cave in the cliffside and nanaged to gather enough driftwood to nake a fire. The cave was hone to
us for five endl ess days while we waited for the wild wind to exhaust itself.

The evening of the fifth day the wind fell, and as the nmoon rose we put to sea once nore. The air
was cold, but the sky clear and bright. Tegid had no trouble steering by the stars and by the
softly silvered coastline. W sailed through the night, and through all the next day, and the next-
taking it in turn to sleep

My hand on the tiller was not expert, but | could spell Tegid |long enough for himto rest and

sl eep. Nearly frozen by the constant |ash of the wind and froth-churned waves, and al nost out of
food, we nade for the western coast of Ynys Ccr. | was not sorry to | eave the boat and put steady
| and beneath ny feet once nore.

Qur horses were put up in a dingle, where Tegid had left themto fend for thensel ves. They i ght
have stayed there wi thout harmthrough the season, for the steep sides of the dingle kept all but
the foulest wind and rain away, and the grass grew thick on the valley floor. W stayed the night
in the stone hut on the western shore-in sight of Ynys Bainail and its sacred pillar-stone which
now marked the place where Alathir lay buried in his grave.

"I could not carry both of you down fromthe White Rock," Tegid explained. "And, as you had
slightly nore life left in you than Olathir, | heaped the stones over his body and brought you to
Ynys Sci."

"For that | amgrateful, Tegid. You took a great risk. It could have been no easy journey."

"Far less risk than you took in facing the Cythrawl ," he replied frankly. "I could in no wse
| eave you there, brother."

At dawn the next norning we fetched the horses fromtheir hidden glen. | say "dawn", although we
did not see the sun that day, nor for many dark days to follow Rain and wi nd whi pped the coast,
icy mist sheathed the high hills and filled the glens. W rode across the island in a nmisery of
drizzle; wetched, cold, wet to the skin. W reached the eastern shore and paused to | ook at the
expanse of gray, choppy water separating Ynys Ccr fromthe nainland.

"What now?" | asked, gauging the narrow di stance between the two shores.

"The farnmers on the mainland swmtheir cattle to summer pastures on the island. And those on the
island swmthemto nmarket on the other side."

"It sounds a wet undertaking."

"We cannot becone nore wet than we are," Tegid pointed out. Water dripped fromus with every
nmovemnent ; our clothing |lay heavy and sodden on our backs; our linbs were stiff from holding them
cl ose to our bodies.

"Then let us be done with it," |I said, watching a sharp wi nd whip the wavetops. "The sooner we are
on the other side, the sooner we will have a fire."
I knew the water would be cold, | just did not inagine it could be that cold. The distance was not

far, and our horses swamwel | -but we nearly froze to death just the samne.

We dragged ourselves out of the surf and across the beach, the w nd sl ashing viciously through our
soppi ng cl othes. Behind the dunes we escaped the worst of the wind. Tegid knew where to find
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ki ndl i ng and brush anpong the sandy hol |l ows; much of it was wet, but it burned readily at Tegid's
practiced touch. The Derwyddi know nmany secrets of earth and air and fire and water. | believe he
willed the fire to catch by sheer enchantnment. | know I could not have coaxed those few scant,
soggy branches to burn.

"Take off your clothes,"” Tegid said, as the fire began to burn brightly. W had found a deep
pocket between two dunes. It seemed utter madness to shed our clothing in that cold, but it was
the only way to get warm

We spread our clothing on surrounding sedge clunps and sea willow, and sat as close to the fire as
prudence all owed. Even the horses edged as near as their fear would allow, drawn by the warnth.

Tegid fed the fire with twi sted bundles of dry grass and bl ackt horn brush, keeping the flames
alive. "Wen our cloaks have dried," he said, as | held a pair of thick wool en | eggi ngs before the
flanes, turning themto dry themnore quickly, "we will ride inland."

| did not reply; there was nore coming, and | could wait. In alittle while he continued. "There
will be game in the forest. W can hunt along the way. In a few days we will reach the Tyn Water
and follow it south as far as Aber Llydan. Fromthere it is only three or four days to LIwdd

land, and only a few nore before we cone to Nant Mbdornn. W will follow the river to Sycharth.”

He made it sound as if we would be honme and dry in no tine at all. In fact, we were to spend many

and many a frigid Sollen night on the trail, and untold Sollen days along the cold enpty trackways
of Cal edon. Snow had settled heavy and deep on the high hilltops before ever we came within sight

of the Mddornn valley.

Besi des the cold, there was hunger. Hunting was poor, and we could not devote much tine to it.

Still, even when we could get nothing for ourselves, we nmade certain to find our nmounts a nouthfu
or two to keep going. The cold nade us |ean and hard as stornblasted birches. | learned to sleep
in the saddle and to find shelter in the nbobst unprom sing places. | learned to read a trai
beneath a covering of snow. And | learned to find direction by the scent of the wi nd.

One day we passed Caer Moddornn. The sight of the tinber palisade on the hilltop above the river
brought back a swift floodtide of menories. But, strange to tell, though I could renenber those
first glowing days of ny arrival, | could not without intense effort recall much of ny life before
that- save in the nost indefinite terns. Indeed, when conpared to the intensely vivid life | knew
in Albion, ny life before coming to the Oherworld seenmed al nost unutterably renmote and

insignificant, little nmore than a vague pantominme acted out in a dim colorless half-light. That |
could not renenber did not concern ne in the |east, however. | thought it curious, yet felt no
sense of loss. Clearly, | had the best of the bargain. | was content.

We went up to Caer Mddornn for the food cached there: grain and fodder for the horses, dried neat
and ale in sealed jars for Tegid and nyself. Firewood had been stored in the caer as well, so we
stayed one night in the fortress, nore for the warnth than the rest-though both were equally

wel cone.

Next day we proceeded on our way. Still weary, still stiff with cold, and whi pped by every w nd
that bawl ed down the soggy vale, we journeyed on in better heart, for we were in known | ands and
the end-though still far off-could be seen

We foll owed the wide Val e of Mddornn, keeping close to the ice-edged river until we cane to the
mar shl and. There we turned fromthe river way in favor of firnmer footing on the wooded trail. Two
danp, drizzly days later, a little before sunset, we reached Sycharth.

"There is no snoke," Tegid observed. Weary from our |ong sojourn, we had paused to rest before
continuing to the caer.

| scanned the sky above the caer. The clouds had cleared at the |ast of day, |eaving the sky a
frail blue-against which it would have been easy to see the white snoke snudge fromthe king' s
great hearthflre and fromthose of the kitchens and | esser hearths as well. But there was no
snoke, and therefore no warnming fire.

"What can it nmean?" | wondered. | could think of no good reason that we should have conme all this
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way to face a cold hearth and a cheerl ess wel cone.

"Something is wong." Tegid urged his horse to speed, and hastened down the hillside into the glen
separating us fromthe hill on which stood the caer

| admit nmy own heart pricked with apprehension as the hooves of our horses pounded across the

vall ey floor, drunm ng on the frozen earth, hastening towards the silent caer. But, even before we
passed al ong the narrow palisade and entered the w de-flung gates, | knew that Sycharth was
abandoned. One glinpse of the charred renmains of the Geat King's hall confirmed our worst fears:
Mel dryn Maw's fme fortress was a burned-out ruin.

The Day of Strife had dawned.

Chapter 24

Twr ch

Deserted by the living, peopled only by the dead who | ay unmourned and unburied am dst the
destruction, once-proud Sycharth stood as a pillaged tonb-cold and desol ate, broken. The m ghty
stronghol d appeared itself a corpse, forsaken and forbi dding.

The eye met atrocity at every glance: wonmen bl udgeoned to death still clutching their frozen babes
to their breasts; children with hands and feet cut off and left to bl eed; dogs and warriors
decapitated and their heads switched; cattle roasted alive in their pens; sheep slaughtered and
their entrails pulled out to bind and then strangle their herdsnen... Everywhere the marks of
fire, filth, blood, and outrage.

The stink of death pernmeated the misty air, just as the thickened bl ood stained the rain-sodden
ground. Tegid and | lurched fromone abom nation to the next in dazed disbelief. Bile bitter in
our nouths, sick and nunb, we nuttered ever and again the same two questions: How could this have
happened? Who coul d have done such a thing?

Still nmore nysterious to us was the absence of any sign of battle. For we did not find the king or
hi s warband, although we nmade a thorough search of all that renmained of the hall and the roya
quarters. Aside fromthose few warriors struck down outside the hall, we discovered none of the
battle host. By this we presuned that the king had fled the fight with his warband virtually
intact, or else that he was away when destruction overtook his stronghol d, and perhaps even now
did not know of it.

Any suggestion that the king had fled the fight, Tegid considered repugna~:t. "He woul d sooner cut
out his own heart," Tegid nurnured darkly. "He would sooner be food for ravens, than see his
peopl e sl aughtered like pigs and his fortress laid waste. Nor would he allow hinself to be
captured while he drew breath.™

W stared dismally at the devastation. There was no telling when it had happened. The cold and
snow preserved the bodies as they had fallen. If the king and his warband had been there, we would
have seen them

"He must have departed before the destruction took place," | said. This seened equally unlikely.
Yet there seenmed no other explanation. "Meldryn Maw is not here.”

Surely the Great King nmust have been absent when disaster fell upon Sycharth. But in the season of
ice, when all the world retreats inward, what would induce himto | eave? "Were would he go?"
wonder ed al oud.

"I do not know, brother," Tegid answered ruefully. "W will not fnd the answer here, | think."

"Where el se, then?"
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"W will go to the settlenents and hol di ngs round about. We will ride the circuit of the |land and
see what may be found."

We |eft the caer. Stupid with grief and sick with dread, eyes staring, hands shaking, we nounted
our horses and rode directly to the king's harborage on the nearby Miir 3 ain estuary. W rode
fast to outrace the fading light, and reached the shipyard in the dimtwlight, as dark cl ouds
cl osed over head.

We did not even bother to dismount, but sat our saddl es and scanned the w eckage: ships burned to
the waterline, every sail and mast destroyed, every hull stove in.

The sheds and houses had been torched, and with themthe stacked tinber. Even the earthen banks of
the sea mouth were burnt and bl ackened. Not hi ng escaped. The destruction was utter and conplete.
Al'l was charcoal and ashes. "It nust have burned for days," Tegid nuttered. "The bl aze woul d have
been visible hal fway to Ynys Sci."

Qur horses jittered nervously, blowi ng and stanping, as we searched here and there with our eyes
for any sign of survival. | touched ny weapons-carefully w apped agai nst the weather, but close to
hand-grimy grateful for their cold consol ation.

"There is nothing here," Tegid said at last. "W will go on."

Ni ght overwhel ned us as we struck off across the wooded hills-a | onger way to go, but we could not
traverse the marshlands in the dark. So we took the hilltrack, riding the ridgeways and hunting
runs which joined Sycharth wi th nei ghboring settlenents. As we approached the first ;tronghold,
the cloud cover thinned somewhat and the moon ; hone briefly; not |ong, but enough to see the
settlement: black against the blacker hills beyond the river.

Caer Dyifryn was built on a flattened river knoll, honme to perhaps two hundred Liwddi clansmen.
Al'l two hundred had fled, or were nurdered. W did not stop to count them There was no need-no
living thing remained within the circle of charred stunps that had been the tinber ringfort. This
we coul d see before we even disnobunted. Yet, out of respect for kinsmen, we did di snount and

wal ked anobng the bl asted ruins of their hones.

"We cannot stay here," | said, when we had concluded our futile survey. | spoke softly, but ny

voi ce sounded |loud in the unnatural silence. Tegid made no nove or sound. | touched himon the arm
his flesh was rigid and cold beneath ny fingers. "Come, brother, let us go fromthis place. W can
canp by the river and return here in the norning if you wish."

Tegid nade no reply, but turned and nounted his horse once nore. W left Caer Dyffryn but did not
stop. W did not rest that night at all and paused only once, |ong enough to water the horses
before noving on. Gray dawn found us standing, red-eyed and weary, in the ruins of Cnoc Hydd. Once
a pl easant settlenment nestled in a fair fold of the vale, it was now, |ike Sycharth and Dyifryn, a
scorched husk. Here, nobst of the inhabitants had been burned, but whether before or after death
coul d not be told.

Whil e Tegid sifted anobng the soggy ashes of the hail, | inspected the blackened, fallen beans of
the Warriors' House. Using the butt of a broken spear, | poked here and there ami dst the debris,
searching for | know not what. The acrid stench of snoke and charred corpses brought the tears to
ny eyes, but | persisted. And in a corner of the collapsed hearth, ny efforts bore fruit.

| had been stirring the rubble to no purpose, and nade to nove on. A furtive novenent caught ne

eye as | turned away. | thought | heard a dry rustle. | spun on ny heel and stared into the
shadows of the fire-pit. At first | saw nothing... but then, hidden in a crevice beneath the
tunbl ed stone, | saw a small huddl ed shape.

I took the butt of ny spear and nudged the cringing formgently. It made no sound, but cowered
deeper into its hole. | shifted some of the fallen tinber and stone, and carefully opened the
crevice to the light. Peering into the hole | saw the scorched carcass of a bitch hound and,
qui vering beside it, her pup

The slate-gray coat was matted, and singed in a dozen places; a wi cked gash, red and raw, laid
open one small shoul der. The creature lay shivering with fright and cold, curled next to the stiff
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body of its dead nother. There were three other pups, all dead; the bitch had died protecting her
litter, her teeth still bared in a frozen snarl. The pup appeared old enough to be weaned-though
still round as a ball of butter with its babyfat, it showed several fine white teeth when
reached down to pick it up.

The ki ndest act would have been to kill it outright and end its suffering. But after all the waste
and destruction that Tegid and | had wi tnessed, fnding this lone survivor- though it was only a
hal f-starved hound pup-| could not bring nyself to add even this snmall, wavering life to the death
around ne. | determined to let it live, to make it live.

It did not whinper or cry out when | took it by the scruff of the neck and lifted it fromits den
But the little beast nipped at me when | tried to pet it. And, as | nade to cradle it in the crook
of my elbow, it snagged the side of nmy hand with its sharp new teeth, and held on. "Be.still
Twch!" | scolded it with a tap on the nose, blurting the first word that cane to ne.

Tegi d heard ne speak; he turned at once, expectantly. He saw the pup in ny hands and smled sadly.
| carried the dog to him and he took it and held it up before him "So! One yet remains in the
land of the living." He glanced at ne. "What did you call it?"

"Twrch,” | said.
"Boar ?" wondered Tegid. "Wy that?"

"He tried to bite ne when! held him" | explained. "It put ne in nind of the way an old boar wll
keep fighting on when it is beaten and will not give in to death." | shrugged, adding, "It was
not hing. You name it, Tegid. This one should have a good nane."

But Tegid would not hear of it. "You have already given a good name. So |let himbe called." He
held the dog aloft. "Little defiant one, Twch, may you be to us a Boar of Battle indeed."

He gave the pup to nme and said, "This ruin is like the others. We will find nothing here. VW will
nmove on."

"W need rest, Tegid. Rest and food. Qur horses are near dead with exhaustion. W should stop a
day at least. There is a place near the river-we passed it on the way here. Let us stop there for
today and deci de what to do when we have slept."

Tegid was not for it, but his horse stunbled to its knees in the nuddy track as we rode down from
the caer and he was forced to admt that | was right. If we did not stop, we would likely go the
rest of the way on foot. And since we did not know how far we m ght have to go to find our m ssing
king and kinsnen, it did not nmake good sense to squander our horses.

So we returned to the refuge beside the river-nothing nore than a stand of young al der trees and
willows, with a place cleared anong themfor a fishing hut overlooking a weir. The trees offered
shelter fromthe wind, and the hut kept the rain off our heads. Grass grew |l ong on the bank of the
river, and enough green remained for the horses to graze. W let themdrink their fill fromthe
river and then tethered them anong the bare trees.

Inside the | ow, wicker hut we found a snall supply of firewood, a little charcoal, goatskins, and
several sealed jars.

The skins were filthy, but the firewood was dry, and, best of all, the jars contai ned good sweet
mead. The keeper of the weir knew well how to ease his cold vigil

I made a nest for Twch in a corner of the hut with one of the skins. He sniffed it cautiously,
then settled down. Likely the weir keeper's dog used the goatskin for a bed, and the pup took sone
small confort froma familiar scent, for, after licking his wounded shoul der, he tucked his nose
bet ween his paws and went to sl eep.

VWhile | was about this trifling chore, Tegid had inspected the weir. He returned to the hut with
four sleek brown trout. In no tine he had the fish gutted and | had a fire burning in the pit
outside the hut. W skewered the trout with sharpened willow wands and set themover the fire.
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The sweet, oily scent of the roasting fish mingling with the dry, oaky smell of the silvery snoke
brought the water to ny nouth and pangs of hunger to ny stomach. W had not eaten well for many
days. Tegi d opened one of the jars, and we passed the nmead back and forth between us while we
waited for the fish to cook

We sat on either side of the fire, turning the willow skewers fromtime to tinme in silence. There
were no words for what we were thinking and feeling. W were too tired and hungry to nmake sense of
any of it-wiser to eat and sleep before trying to understand what we had seen and deci ding what to
do about it.

Though the day renmained gray and cold, the trout warnmed us inside. | savored each succul ent bite,
licking my fingers before pulling off the next norsel. Although |I could have eaten ny weight in
trout, | saved a portion for Twch. | did not know if he would eat it, but thought it would do no

harmtotry.
The hut was cranped, but the shelter wel cone. W slept.

| awakened sone tine |later, feeling a cold, wet spot on ny throat. Twch had crept near while
slept and curled hinmself mthe hollow of my throat with his nose pressed beneath ny chin. | rose,
taking care not to wake Tegid, picked up the pup and carried it outside. The day had not i nproved.
If anything, the fitful wind out of the northeast was col der than before, and the clouds | ower and
dar ker.

"1 have sonething for you, Twch," | whispered. "Taste this, and tell me if you like it."

| offered the pup the bit of cooked fish | had saved for him He sniffed at it, but would not eat
it-though I held it against his closed nmouth. He would, however, lick nmy fngers. So | rubbed the
fish on my fingertips and let the pup lick themclean. After he had done this a fewtines, | tried
the fish again. He gobbled it down as only a starving pup can, and then cleaned ny fingers to get
every | ast norsel

"There will be nore later,” | told him "W will find something nore to your |iking-a deer
perhaps, or a fat partridge.” In saying this, it occurred to ne that we had seen no signs of gane.
Excepting the fish we had eaten, we had not seen any wild creature since entering the Val e of
Modor nn.

"Is it possible,” | wondered aloud to Tegid when he joined ne a short tinme later, "to drive al
wild ganme fromthe valley? Could such a deed be done?"

He nerely shook his head and said, "It is not possible-but neither is it possible to destroy three
fortresses without any of themalerting the others. Cearly, there is a greater nystery here than
I can fathom"”

That ended the matter for the moment, as neither of us cared to dwell on it further. Tegid
undertook to water the horses and nove their tethers, while | looked to the nets in the weir.
There were no fish in the nets, and, as | set about replacing the nets on the poles, Twch began
yipping fiercely fromthe bank. I waded fromthe water to fnmd himdigging into a hole in the
bottom of an earthen nound the shape of a | arge beehive.

The nound was hal f hidden anong the trees, but a few paces fromthe riverbank. | would not have
noticed the nmound at all if Twch had not called it to ny attention. Seeing the pup so excited by
his discovery, | decided to have a | ook nyself. | thought he night have found an otter's den, or
that of a badger. But | soon saw that the nmound was made of turf, newy cut, and stacked
carefully. | lifted off the top few turves and knew at once why the dog had become so eager, for
the pungent snell of oak snoke net my nostrils the nonent | |ooked into the round hole | had made
in the top of the hive.

The Many-G fted One had sniled upon us! Inside the nmound were wooden stakes with crosspi eces-each
crosspi ece bendi ng under a splendid weight of snoked sal non.

"Good dog, Twrch!" | said, reaching in at once and seizing the first fish | saw | stripped a
chunk of snoke-browned flesh fromthe silvery si~de and gave it to Twch as a reward for his good
service. | stroked himand praised himlavishly while he ate it.
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Then | restacked the turves and carried the renmmining portion of the fish back to Tegid. "Watever
el se befalls us, we will not starve," | said, handing himthe snoked salnmon. "W will grow weary
of eating them|ong before we've seen the last of them Twch |ocated the snoke-hive and led ne to
it."

"Once again we are indebted to the keeper of the weir."
"And to Twch's nose,"” | added

Tegid tasted the fish. "He knew his craft, this weir naster." He offered me the last norsel. "This
was bound for the king's board."

At nention of the king, | felt a twinge-as if an icy hand had clutched ny shoul der. "Wat are we
to do, Tegi d?"

"I do not know," he answered softly. "But | think it is time to consider what has happened."

"What has happened?” | could think of no good explanation for any of it. "Wole settlenents laid
waste, the people murdered without raising a hand to their own defense, even the cattle

sl aughtered where they stand-and all else burnt to ash. Yet nothing is carried off or plundered.
Such neani ngl ess destruction is insane.”

Once | had started, it all tunbled out in a rush. "And how could it happen?" | denanded. "One caer
m ght be attacked-two at nost-but then the others would know. They woul d see the snoke fromthe
fires, if nothing else, and they would sound the alarm The king would rai se the warband agai nst
the invaders. There would have been a battle, and we woul d have known about it; we would have seen
the signs at |east."

Tegi d | ooked thoughtful. "Not if the attack had cone by night,"” he replied. "No one woul d have
seen the snoke."

"The glow fromthe fire, then. Soneone woul d have seen sonething!"™ | was all but shouting now.
"Still, who is it that can attack in the night? Wat eneny can strike three fortresses at once-and
who knows how many ot hers- w thout warning any of them and without |osing a single warrior? Wo
is it that can destroy all without |eaving a trace?" Anger and outrage nade ny voice trenble. "I
am aski ng you, Tegid. Wat enemy can do these things?"

A strange expression had cone into the Brehon's eyes as | spoke. | stared at him "Wuat is it?
What have | said?"

"Your questions are better than you know," he answered in a thin, tight voice. "There is one who
can do the things you describe."

"This person, this nmonster-who or what is it?"

Tegid halted ne with a sharp gesture, as if he feared | nmight blurt the answer before he could
tell it. O as if the telling of it would bring the fiend down upon us. "You are right to call it

a nmonster," he said softly, "for such it is. Yet it goes on two |legs and takes the formof a man."
"WIIl you nane this creature to ne?" | dreaded the answer, but | had to know.

"I will. It is Nudd, Lord of Uffern."

Chapter 25

The Paradi se War

"The lord of the Underworl d? That Lord Nudd?" | asked, thinking |I nust have heard wong. |
renenmbered Gaenllian nentioning a figure by that nane in some of her stories- according to which
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Lord Nudd was a shadowy, furtive figure who ruled the nether realns as chief of the dammed. Surely
Tegid did not nean that Lord Nudd?

Grave and wary, the Brehon extended the fingers of his left hand in the sign against evil. "It may
be that in the days to come you will wi sh you had never allowed that nane to cross your lips. |
will tell you what little is known-yet that little will chill the warmheart in your breast."

"So be it. My heart is nunb already fromthe outrage of all | have seen of this dread lord and his

handi wor k. Not hi ng you can say will abuse nme nore than that."
"Wel| said, brother," Tegid approved. "Sit you down and hear ne, if you will."

The day had worsened. Already the nurky Iight we enjoyed was failing and it woul d soon be dark
So, while Tegid built up the fire against the cold night, | fetched skins fromthe hut and pl aced
these at the fire-ring. | took ny place cross-1egged on the goatskin and Twch cane to nme and
clinbed into ny I ap.

Tegid busied hinself with the fire, but I could see that he was ordering his tale in his mnd. |
pul l ed ny cl oak around ny shoul ders, and sat stroking Twch, waiting for Tegid to begin.

"Few there are who have heard this song," Tegid said at |ast, seating hinmself on the pelt across
fromme. "Fewer still those willing to sing it. There are sone tales that cause the words to cl ot
on the tongue, and harpstrings to fall silent. This is such a song."

"Yet | will hear it gladly," | said, "if sone good may come of it."

"Hear then the tale of Nudd, Prince of Ufern." So saying, Tegid began. "In elder days, when the
dew of creation was still fresh on the earth, twin sons were born to Bell, Geat of Renown. The
first was Nudd, and his brother was LI udd.

And this is the way of it:

"Bell ruled long and wi sely, gaining nmuch honor through his just and honorable ways. In all the
tinme that Bell held the Island of the ~M ghty, there were no wars, no plagues, no troubles. The
peace of Beli was such that Al bion becane the fairest realmthat is in all the world. Men and
wonen spent their days searching for know edge of every kind and |l earning the truth of all things.
They increased in know edge and truth, and in all the pleasing arts, and forgot the craft of war.
Far easier in those fortunate times to hear a graceful song than the clash of swords, far easier
to see poetic chanpi ons conpose than chiefs of battle nmount their chariots. So wonderfully did the
sons and daughters of nmen wax wi se and gather to thenselves the bounty of the land and of every
good thing under heaven, that they were called Tyiwth Teg, the Fair Fam |y, and their abode was
Par adi se

"Now, it happened that one day Beli was seized by a powerful taizhchwant, a wanderlust intense and
strong. Such was his longing to journey through his realm to see for hinself the marvel ous things
that were conming to pass under his rule, that he could not eat fromhis golden bows, nor could he
sleep in his fre featherbed. This taithchwant beset himnost fiercely, each day nore pressing than
the day before. 'Alas and woe!' the G eat King said to hinself. 'Mst niserable anong nen am| if

I continue on this way even one nore day.'

"So saying, he sat down on his silver throne and bet hought hinmself what he might do. 'I will give
the kingship to one of ny sons, who will rule in ny place while | take ny |leave. Then | will
journey through ny [ ands and see for nyself the happiness of my people, and share their joy.' All
that remai ned was to choose which of his two sons was nost worthy to rule in his place.

"Great Bell, Mst Astute, Pillar of Judgment, Soul of Wsdom sat on his throne and thought |ong
and deep. He thought and thought, but at the end of all his thinking he was no closer to a
deci si on than when he first sat down. And the reason for his dilenmma was this: between Lludd and
Nudd there was not the least bit of difference on which to make a choice. As one son was fair and
abl e, so was the other; as the second was gracious and friendly, so was the first. Each was as
generous in his giving as the other. Neither was the better, nor was either the worse. So alike in
every way were these two that only by the color of the hair on their heads could they be told
apart: for Lludd had hair like the sun's bright dawn, whereas Nudd had hair |ike night's glorious
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darkness. Sunbright yellow the first, black as precious jet the second.

"Bell, Mnarch of Hi gh Renown, called his two sons to himand he said, 'Full nmany a day | have

| onged to journey through nmy real mand see for myself how the people enjoy the great good that has
conme to themthrough ny rule. Know you that the taithchwant is on nme, so | cannot stay here even
one day longer. Indeed, were | to stay even one night nore in this house, ny heart would burst
fromyearning. | mnmust |eave this very day.'

"The two sons | ooked at one another and agreed that their father's plan was a good one. 'A nost
excellent wish, Geat King,' they said. 'Only allow us to acconpany you and share your joy at
contenpl ati ng the good fortune you have brought about through your wi se and noble rule.

"Bell Mawr gazed at his two sons and answered them 'It is not for you to acconpany ne, but to
hold the realmin ny stead while | am away.'

"The two sons answered, 'So well have you ruled, father, that the | owest nan anong us could hold
the realmin your stead, the nmpst innocent child could prove hinsel f adept at kingcraft. Choose
who you like, that person can but increase the honor of your nane.'

"These words did not fail to please Bell. His great heart | swelled in pride and delight. Still
he was not nmoved. For ~ once Beli had set his mind on a thing, that thing would he have and not
anot her. And he had set his nmind on roaning his real malone: alone would he go, alone would he
fare, alone would he savor the sweetness of his renown. Al one and unknown by any, |est his people
di scover his presence and make nmuch over him For he ever sought the truth of all things, and he
knew that men will sonetines alter their conduct when a king approaches. Thus he replied, 'As
ever, your desires do you credit, ny sons. Yet | have resolved to go ny way al one, and al one wil|
I go.'

"The two sons saw how the matter stood. 'Go your way, father,' they said. 'And all bl essings
attend you while you are gone from us.

"Nudd approached his father, and, laying his head against the king's chest, he said, '"May it go
well with you; may you fnd all you seek to fnd, and nothing you do not seek.'’

"Lludd then drew near, placing his head against his father's chest, and said, 'And may your
ki ngdom fl ourish, so that you return to a better real mthan the one you |l eft behind."’

"Bell raised up his sons and spoke his mind to them Many things he told them about the right
ruling of a realm and about how a king serves his people. And then he said, '|I am going now But
one of you rust rule in nmy place while | am gone.

"Must it be so?' the sons asked. For neither wanted to rul e over the other

"It nmust,' replied Bell. "For | see the path stretching out before ne, and indeed | see ny feet
al ready upon it.' Then he asked them which would consent to rule in his place.

"Nudd answered, 'My brother is more worthy than I. Choose him' To which Lludd replied, 'O we
two, Nudd is nore worthy. | insist you choose him'

"Beli heard their words and, being a king of some thscernnent, peered into the enpty places

bet ween the words and saw a way to di scover at |ast which of his sons was the nore worthy. He told
them 'You have asked ne to thoose. Therefore, | choose Lludd.' He rose fromhis silver throne and
gave the sovereignty of Albion into the hands of Lludd. 'Fare you well, ny sons. May you grow in
grace through all things.

"Thus the Geat King left his realm and his people saw himno nore for a tine. But they saw his
sons, and what they saw did not please them No, not at all

"At first they were pleased, for Lludd was as wi se and good as his father. But Lludd had not
rei gned as much as fromone noon to the next when a di spute arose between the king and his
brother. And the source of the disagreenent was this:

Nudd becane jeal ous of his brother's good fortune.
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"In truth, it was no greater thing than that. But it was enough and nore than enough to bring
suffering nost terrible to the paradi se of Albion. Suffering so great that fromthat far-off tine
to this, Al bion has never been the sanme. For, although there had never been so much as a harsh
word between the brothers, fromthe noment Nudd saw the gol den torc of kingship around his
brother's throat and not his own, and saw the rod of sovereignty in his brother's hand and not his
own, he began schem ng how best to seize the kingship for hinself. Day and ni ght he paced the high
ranparts, pondering how best to steal the throne. Day and night he turned his mnd to thoughts of
treachery and deception. And one fair night it canme into his mnd how he mght trick his brother
into giving himthe kingship. And this is what he did:

"One bright night, not long after their father the king's departure, Nudd and Ll udd were naking a
circuit of the caer. Nudd | ooked up into the wide, star-washed sky. As they |lingered on the
gat ewal k, Nudd decl ared, 'Look yonder and see what a fnme, far-spreading field | have.

"Where is it, brother? asked Lludd, thinking no ill.

"Why, there it is above your head, and as far as your eye can see,' answered Nudd, throw ng wide
his arms to the star-filled heavens.

"Ll udd | ooked up at the sky. 'But see how many fine, fat cattle | have grazing in your field!' he
replied.

"Where are these cattle of yours?' asked Nudd.

"'*Why, there they are-all the shining silver stars of heaven, with the nmoon as their bright
cowherd,' |aughed LI udd.

"Thi s answer annoyed Nudd, who heard in it the sound of his brother's superiority. 'You would do
well to remove your cattle frommy field,' Nudd nuttered. 'For | say they shall not graze on the
field I have chosen for ny own.'

"Why so vexed, brother?' Lludd asked. 'It nmeans nothing tome where ny cattle graze.'
"Yet it means sonething to ne,' Nudd insisted. 'You take unfair advantage of ne.'
"How so?' asked Lludd, bew |l dered by his brother's strange behavi or

"I woul d not expect you to understand,' replied the sullen Nudd. 'For you have never been nade to
endure the shame of living in another's shadow. '

"Ll udd understood then why his brother was unhappy. 'Only tell nme what | nay do to nmake anends,'
he told Nudd. 'And you nmay be certain that the sun will not set before it is acconplished."'

"Nudd frowned mghtily. 'l have already told you! Renove your cattle fromny field!'' Then off he
stonped, secretly singing to hinself, for the task he had demanded of Ll udd was inpossible to
perform

"But Lludd took hinmself to his hail and gathered his bards to sing before him He ate and drank
the whol e night and went to his bed and slept soundly. Nudd saw this and gloried in his heart, for
he knew that his brother would not succeed. 'No man can chase the stars fromthe sky, and LI udd

has not even tried. He has already failed; | amas good as king.' He too went to his bed and sl ept
soundl y.
"I'n the norning, Lludd rose and went at once to the ranpart outside the hall. 'Wke you, Nudd!' he

cried in a loud voice. 'Cone out to ne!’

"Nudd woke and went out. 'Wat is this unseemly noise so early in the norning? he asked. 'l can
see no reason for it, unless it is to give me the torc of kingship fromaround your throat.'

"Lludd smiled and cl apped a hand to his brother's shoulder. 'There is no need, brother. For | have
done all that you have denmanded. | have renoved ny cattle, and your field is restored as you
asked."'
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"Nudd coul d not believe his ears. 'How can this be?" he wondered.
"You have only to ook at the sky to see that what | say is true,' Lludd told him

"Nudd turned his eyes to the sky and saw the fair blue heavens spreadi ng cl ear and bright above
himas far as the eye could see. And there was not so much as one glimrering star to be seen. The
sun had chased themall away.

"Lludd said to his brother, 'I have done as you asked. Let us have no nore disagreenent between
us, but continue as we |ived before.

"But Nudd would not. He saw how easily his brother had bested himand he appeared small and
foolish in his own eyes. Nudd inagined that LlIudd was nocki ng himand he scow ed. ' You have
tricked ne once, but you shall not trick me again. Fromthis day you are no brother of mne.'

"When Lludd heard this, his heart broke. 'Great is your name in the land, and greater may it yet
become. Tell ne what | can do to nmake peace between us and that | wll do.

"Nudd crossed his arnms over his chest and said, 'Deliver to me the kingship of the realm and
remove yourself fromny sight.'

"Whul d you had asked anything but that,' replied Lludd sadly. 'For this | cannot do.'
"Way not ?' demanded Nudd

"Ll udd answered, 'Because the kingship of the real mbelongs to the one who gave it nme. It is not
nmne to give as | please.

""Yes it is," insisted Nudd.
"No, it is not,' Lludd maintained. 'And that is the end of the matter.'

"Very well,' shouted Nudd, 'since you will not give ne what was prom sed ne, | have no choice but
to take it for nyself.'

"Lludd told him 'Though you tear the torc fromaround nmy throat and place your haunches on the

silver throne, that will not nake you king. | tell you the truth, a man may not make hinsel f king;
only the blessing of himwho holds the kingship can elevate a man to that high place. For
sovereignty is a sacred trust that may not be bartered or sold; still less may it be stolen or

taken by force.'

"Ll udd spoke the truth. Nudd heard it and |iked what he heard not at all. He fled the hall; he
fled the caer. In far-off lands he gathered to hinself those who were |ike him greedy, grasping
men, inflamed by haughty desires and cravings for wealth and rank beyond their rightful shares,
men fromTir Aflan across the sea who were |ured by hi gh-soundi ng prom ses of easy pl under

"Lludd ruled well. The people adored him and sang his prai ses wherever they wandered in the
wor| d. Each word of praise becane a dagger blade in the heart of Nudd. And as Liudd' s |light grew
bright in the land, so did Nudd's jeal ousy harden into hatred, fierce, stiff-necked, and proud.

"He summoned his warband and said, 'You see howit is. My brother's portion grows greater while
mne is dimnished. It is not right that | should live as a hound cast out fromthe hearth. The
ki ngshi p of Al bion should have cone to ne, but does Lludd consider this? Not at all. He goes his
way wWith inpudence. I amnot |ying when | say that | have endured the outrage of his arrogance

| ong enough. The tinme has cone to set this nmatter right.'

"Thus did Nudd take up the spear against his brother. Nudd and the nen of his warband rai sed war
upon Lludd. Warriors were arned. Battle hosts were gathered. And the Island of the M ghty-where
not so nuch as an angry shout had been heard-echoed to the | oud thunder of the carynx and the
clash of sword on shield, of spear on hel m

"Great the battles between them greater still the slaughter. The blood that flowed upon the | and
becane a river which reached to the fetlocks of the horses and to the wheel hubs of the chariots.
From dawn to dusk, the fair sky above Al bion was rent with the clash of weapons and the pitifu
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cries of the wounded and dying. The land was |laid waste; no man's |life was safe. The practice of
war became parampunt in Al bion. Black the day; war had come to Paradise

"War bands fought and warriors died. Mre warbands were amassed, and nore were killed. Yet, for al
the fighting nd killing, neither brother could claimvictory over the Dther. Indeed, the warriors
of Nudd and LlIudd would still be waging war each upon the other to this very day, had not their
fat her suddenly appeared one day at the place of battle. rhe Great King approached where the war
hosts were drawn up waiting for the sound of the battlehorn to attack; he cane riding a wayworn
horse, passing between the two battle |ines.

"He halted in the center of the battleground and sunmoned his two sons to him "Wat is this that

I sin hearing? he asked them 'To and fro have | roanmed fromone end of this worlds-realmto the
other, and nowhere have | heard that sound which is nost. hateful to ny ears above all others. A

I have seen and all | have heard has pleased nme until now. And what do | behol d? What do | hear?
Morning to night there is no sound but that which | cannot abide; there is no sight but that which
is an abomination to ne: the sound of the battle clash, and the sight of red blood spilled upon
the earth, and life snuffed out. Explain this, if you can. For | tell you truly, unless |I know the
reason why this has come to pass, though you are ny own bel oved sons and dearer tome than ny life,
you will curse the day of your birth.

"Wth these and other stern words, G eat Bell addressed his sons. Both were noved w th shanme and
grief, but only Lludd lanmented his part in the evil he had helped bring to the fairest rea~n that
ever was in the world. 'The fault is mne, father,' he cried, stretching hinself upon the ground
before the king. 'l am- not worthy of the gift you have given nme. Take away the torc of kingship,
and cast nme out of your kingdom Better still, kill me for the fool that | am For | have placed
right before nercy, and honor before humlity.

"King Bell heard these words and knew the truth of them his great heart broke. He turned to Nudd
and asked, 'What do you say to this?

"Nudd thought he saw a way out of his plight, so he answered, 'You have heard Ll udd say that the
fault is his. Who am| to disagree? He is king, after all. Let his blood be shed for the evil he
has practiced agai nst you, your |and, and your people.'

"Bell, Wse and True, heard these words and they pierced himthrough his great good soul. Wth
tears in his eyes, Bei drew his sword and struck off Lludd's head. Lludd quivered once and he
di ed.

"Nudd saw this and, though it frightened him he still did not own the blanme of starting the
quarrel which led to the war. 'Do you yet have nothing to say?' Bell asked his son. But Nudd nade
no reply. And his silence stung his father nore than his fal se words had hurt hi m before.

"The Great King did not want to lose two sons in one day, so he asked Nudd yet again, 'It takes
two to wage war, ny son. AmI| to think that this wong was Lludd's al one?

"Nudd, whose heart had grown cold as stone, still believed that he m ght wi n the kingship now that
Ll udd was dead. So he replied, 'Think what you wi sh, ny father. Lludd held the kingship, as you
wel | know. He has paid the blood-price for the wong practiced upon the |and. Let us end the
matter there.

"Beli Mawr heard this and gave along and terrible groan- the first of the Three Gievous Lanents
of Al bion. Taking the edge of his cloak in his hands, he covered his head in his sorrow and w at h.
"You are right when you say that Lludd has paid the bl ood-debt he owed. Wth my own hand | have
killed himwho stood in ny stead, ny servant and ny son. Lludd it was who would have held Al bion
after me, who would have reigned in ny place, whose flesh and blood is nmy )wn-him 1 have
sacrificed for the justice that | created. | have sacrificed nyself to myself. This | have done so
that righteousness will once nmore flourish in Al bion

"Lludd is dead. But his death is nothing to the punishnent you will receive for your part.'
"' Puni shnment?' sniffed Nudd. 'Justice is satisfied. Wat wong have | done to you?

"You | et your brother accept the punishment which you earned, and which you al one deserved,' said
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Beli. 'You are right when you say that the debt has been paid, for Lludd has paid it in full with
i nnocent bl ood."

"I'f the bl ood-debt has been paid,' Nudd argued, 'let that be the end of the natter. There is no
need to kill ne.'

"Listen well, Nudd,' replied Beli, Keen of Know edge. Had you answered truthfully, you would have
been spared. But by your own words | know that the truth is not in you. (Judd is dead, but in his
death he will becone greater than any who ever lived. He will be raised up, and you will be
brought | ow. '

"But you said you would not kill ne!' cried Nudd.

"You shall not die, Nudd. You will live to hear the name of your brother acclained wherever nen
revere justice and honor. You will endure to hear your own nanme as a curse upon the lips of al
men everywhere. You will live and never die, and your mserable life will be worse by far than

Ll udd's nobl e death.'
"You cannot do this to ne!' cried Nudd. 'l amyour only son!’

"But Beli would not hear any nore of Nudd's twi sted words. 'Depart fromme, Wcked One,' he said.
'"CGo you fromny sight. Werever you find anyone to receive you, let that be your home.

"Nudd flew fromthe field of battle and travelled throughout the | ength and breadth of Al bion
Never did he find a friend to greet him never did he find a hearth to warmhim or a wel cone cup

to quench his thirst. His cold heart hardened and grew still colder in his breast. At last he cane
to hinmself and said, "All nen hate me. Every hand is raised against ne. | aman outcast in the
land I mght have ruled. So be it. If | csinot rule here, | will go where | can rule: | will go

down into the pit of U fern, where no man dares go, and there | will reign as king.'

"So Nudd turned his cold heart against every living thing that enjoys the light of day, and took
hinsel f down into the deep, black pit of Ufern where there is nothing but suffocating darkness
and fire.

"Meanwhile, Bell, All-Wse King, gathered up the body of his beloved son and carried it to the

hi ghest hill that is in Albion He raised the gorsedd of a hero over Lludd and established bards to
praise Lludd's virtues at all tines and all days. Fromthe heart of the hero-nound there grew a
silver white birch tree. Beli cut the birch, nade a fire and burned the slender tree. Sparks from
the fire | eaped high into the sky. These becane the Quide Stars by which nen fnd their way in the
darkness. Next, Beli gathered up all the enmbers and ashes fromthe fire and threw these into the
sky al so. These becane the radiant belt of silver light known as the Sky Path. Lludd hinself,
Bright Spirit, nightly treads that shining starpath, ever gazing down upon the fairest island that
is in the world. Those who | ook upon that wonder are ever noved with awe and reverence for its

mat chl ess beauty.

"But Nudd, Cold-hearted Eneny of All, gathered to hinmself evil of every kind. The wetched spirits
infesting the nether regions of the world thronged to himand called himlord. These becane the
Coranyi d, the Host of Chaos, the inhuman ninions of the Cythraw, who delight in msery and exult
in death: vicious in hate, ferocious in malice, brutal in spite, infinitely resentful of order and
ri ght and goodness.

"Endl essly resourceful in depravity, obscenity, and every iniquity, the Coranyid abide their

dar ksorme halls, gnawi ng out their poisonous souls, until through escape or rel ease they are | oosed
upon the world. Then they fly on the wings of the stormbehind their dread nonarch: Nudd, Prince
of Uffern and Annwn, King of the Coranyid, Sovereign of Eternal Ni ght, who wears the Bl ack Serpent
of Anoeth for his torc and carries Wrms fang for his weapon. At Lord Nudd's comrand they fly to
destroy all that is good and right and beautiful."

Tegid raised his eyes fromthe fire and | ooked at ne. | saw the fear in his glance and knew t hat
the words he had spoken contained a truth too potent to inmpart in any other way save the veiled
meani ng of a song. He intoned softly, "Here ends the tale of Lord Nudd, believe it who will."

| did believe his tale. There are those who would not, | suppose, but they had not seen what | had
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seen. Unbelievers enjoy the security of their unbelief; there is great confidence in ignorance.
But | had seen the Cythraw .

| did not doubt that Lord Nudd and his Denmon Host had been | oosed and now roanmed Al bion in a
savage spree of death and destruction. Once nore, Nudd was free to wage his ghastly war of evil on
Al bi on. The Day of Strife had dawned, yes. The Paradi se War had begun anew.

Chapter 26

The Beacon

W stayed seven days at the fisher's hut by the river. The weather grew steadily worse all the
whil e. Each day brought cold, gusting winds fromthe freezing north, rain and sleet. W banked the
fire high and sat huddl ed near it nost of the day. Wien we grew hungry we ate fromthe sal non

hoar d.

| spoke little, and Tegid less. As each day passed, he seened to withdraw nore into hinself. He
sat staring into the heart of the fire, his eyes narrow and sad, round-shoul dered with grief. He
did not sleep well-neither of us slept at all soundly, but |I would wake at night to see him
sitting hunched in his skins, staring at the enbers of our night fire.

I grew concerned for him | tried to talk to him but nmy attenpts at drawing himout were net with
silence and nute resignation. Each day passed in a gray blast of cold, and Tegid grew nore renote
and despondent. It was a knife in my heart to see himslipping away before ny eyes, so

determ ned to do sonet hing about it.

On the norning of the eighth day | rose and went to the river to fetch fresh drinking water in a
| eat her canni ki n.

When | returned, | found Tegid sitting before the spent enbers of the previous night's fire, his
head bent, his chin resting on his chest. "Tegid, get up!" | called |oudly.
He did not stir when | spoke his name. "Tegid," | called again, "stand up on your feet, we rmnust

talk together. We can rio longer sit here like this."

Again, my words brought no response fromhim | stepped near and stood over him "Tegid, |ook at
me. | amtalking to you."
He did not raise his head, so | lifted the |eather cannikin and poured the ice-cold water over

him That roused him He junped up spitting and spewi ng, and glaring at me. His face was pal e and
wan, but his eyes were red-flecked with anger

"Way did you do that?" he demanded, shaking water from his sodden cl oak. "Leave ne al one!"
"That is the one thing | will not do," |I told him "W nust talk."

"No!" he nmuttered darkly, and nmade to turn away. "There is nothing to say."

"Talk to ne, Tegid," | replied. "W nust deci de what to do."

"Why? This is as good a place to die as any other."

"It is not right to sit here like this. W have to do sonething."

"What woul d you have us do?" he sneered. "Speak, 0 Soul of Wsdom | amlistening."

"l cannot say what is to be done, Tegid. | only know we have to do sonething."

"W are dead nen!" he said savagely. "Qur people are killed. Qur king is gone. There is no life
for us any nore."
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He col | apsed once nore onto the ground-sinking beneath the weight of his despair. | sat down
opposite him nore deternined than ever to draw himQut. "Look at ne, Tegid," | said, seizing on a
sudden inspiration, "I want to ask you sonething." | did not wait for his surly reply, but forged

ahead. "Wo is the Phantarch?"
Tegi d sighed, but answered lifelessly. "He is the Chief Bard of all A bion."

I remenbered this frommy early lessons. "Yes," | replied, "so you have said. But what is he? \Wat
does he do?"

He stirred enough to lift his eyebrows and | ook at nme. "Wy do you ask?"
"Pl ease-1 want to know. "

He sighed again and hunched his shoulders, and | thought he would not answer. But he was thinking,
and after a while he said, "The Phantarch serves the Song. Through him the Song is given |ife;
through him all is held in order."

"The Song," | said, recalling what Gaenllian had told ne. "The Song of Al bion?"
Again he raised his eyes to ne. "The Song of Al bion-what do you know about the Song of Al bi on?"

"I know that it is the chief treasure of this worlds-realm it upholds all and sustains all that
exists," | told him recalling the words the Banfaith had used in her prophecy. "Is this so?"

"Yes," Tegid replied flatly. "Wiat else did the Banfaith tell you?"

| hesitated, feeling again the dread inspired by the tornment of Gmenllian's prophecy-a dread
deepening to fear. Yes, what else did the Banfaith say? Tell hi mTegid should know.

Sonething in ne resisted; | did not want to reveal all the Banfa&ith had said. The prophecy carried
with it a duty-a great and terrible duty | did not want to accept. But Tegid had a right to know
at least a part of it...

"She said-" | began, hesitated, and then blurted, "she said the Phantarch was dead and that the
Song was silent."

At this, Tegid lowered his eyes to the cold ashes of the dead fire. "Then it is as | have said."
Hi s voice was sorrow itself. "There is no hope."

"Why? Why is there no hope? What does it mean?" | challenged, but he did not respond. "Answer ne,
Tegid!'™ | picked up a charred stick and threwit at him striking himon the shoul der. "Wat does
it nean?"

"It is the Phantarch who prevents the Cythraw from escaping the underworld abyss,” he said
softly, lifting a hand to his face as if the light hurt his eyes. "The Phantarch is dead," he
groaned. "Albion is lost, and we are dead."

"Why?" He did not respond. "Tell me, Tegid! Wiy is Al bion |ost? What does it mean?"
He glared at ne. "Miust | explain what you see before you with your own eyes?"
"Yes!"

"The Phantarch is dead,"” he muttered wearily, "otherwi se the Beast of the Pit could not escape,
and Lord Nudd woul d not be freed."

At last | understood what the Banfaith had told me. Since the Phantarch alone held the power to
restrain the evil of the Cythrawl, the Phantarch's death nmust have rel eased the Cythrawl, and now
Lord Nudd was free to roam where he would, destroying all in his path. | was beginning to
understand, but even so | could not share Tegid s despair.

"Then l et us go down fighting," |I said, clinmbing to nmy feet. "Let us sumon LQ d Nudd and
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chal l enge himand his vile Coranyid to do their worst."
Tegid frowned and munbl ed, "You are talking foolishness. W would be killed strai ght away."
"So be it!" | spat. "Anything would be better than sitting here watching you gnaw at your bowels."

He scow ed, and balled his fists as if he might strike ne. But he |acked the will, and his half-
hearted anger gave way to m sery once nore.

"What ? Are you afraid to die?"

He gave a mirthless |augh. "Wy speak of fear? W are dead al ready."

"Then let us go to our graves |like nen."

He observed ne for a nmonment, trying to determ ne whether | neant what | said.

"Wl 2"

"What do you suggest?" he asked finally.

"Let us build a beacon fire," | said, speaking out the first notion that sprang into nmy nind.

Tegid did not laugh in ny face. Neither did he enbrace the project. Instead, he grunted and
returned to his dismal survey of the sodden ashes.

| pursued him strengthening nmy resolve. "A beacon fire. Think of it, Tegid. If any are alive in

the land, they will see it and cone to us. If not, we will sunmon Foul Nudd and defy himto his
wi cked face. Let himcone! He can but kill us. W are no worse off, either way. What do you say?"
"I say you are a fool," he grunted. Nevertheless, he slowy Unfolded hinmself and stood. "But it is

true, we cannot live like this."
"Then you will help ne?"

"I will help you," he agreed. "And we will build the biggest beacon fire ever seen in Al bion. Let
conme what may."

Wth that, Tegid Tathal becane as active as he had been lethargic. He threw the bridles and skins
on the horses and pulled up the tether stakes, while | wapped sone fish in a bit of cloth and
kicked dirt over the fire. I called Twch to ne and nourned nmy horse, and, with the hound pup
before ne in a fold of nmy cloak, we started off.

"Where shall we build the fire?" | asked as we turned our horses onto the track

"I'n Sycharth," Tegid called back overhis shoulder. "It is a high fortress. W will defy the eneny
at the place of his nost fierce destruction. The beacon will be seen fromLlogres to Cal edon! Any
who see it will know that we did not go to our graves wthout a fight."

The change in ny gl oony conpani on was swift and conplete. He had resigned hinmself to dying, and
now raced to enbrace death lest that, too, elude him

I, for my part, was |less eager to die. But | followed Tegid willingly, because | feared death |ess
than enpty, wasted life.

Upon reaching the ruin of Meidryn Mawr's fortress-a nore forlorn and desol ate place | never want
to see-we set about our task. Through the stench of rotting corpses, Tegid and | steel ed oursel ves
to our work, gathering together whatever we could find and dragging it into a heap. Qur hearts
were as stone and our hands were unflinching.

"W will make of this once-splendid stronghold a pyre wi thout equal,"
teeth. "Qur ashes will mingle with those of our people.”

Tegid said, through cl enched

Still, in the end, there was not enough dry fuel to kindle a decent pyre |et alone to nmake one.
Al nost everything that would burn had al ready been consuned by the flanes that ~ad destroyed the
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caer, and the rest was wet fromthe rain and snow. Tegid surveyed the sorry pile of wooden objects
we had heaped together in the place where the Great King's ball once stood. "There is not enough,"”
he said flatly. "W will have to go to the shipyard."”

We worked until well after dark, dragging the unburnt ends of tinbers fromthe shipyard up to the
caer. "There is still not enough," Tegid declared, surveying the heap in the dying |ight.

"W will have to find nore," | agreed. "But that nust wait for tonmorrow. "

We did not sleep in the fortress. Having plundered their tonb and disturbed their rest, we did not
care to intrude further on the unburied dead. So we canped by the river near the shipyards.

The next day we cut |long birch poles for our horses and rode to the wooded hills across the

mar shes to gat her dead wood and tinber to add to our beacon. W worked quickly, despite the
treacherous trackways through the marshes, a sullen rain, and the ceasel ess wi nd that whipped at
us in icy gusts. By day's end we had amassed a sizable addition to our beacon pyre, but Tegid said
it still was not enough. Exhausted, we curled up in our danp cl oaks, slept, and rose to repeat the
| abors of the previous day.

Beneath a | oomi ng, |eaden sky, we heaped brush, branches and | ogs upon the slender birch pol es and
haul ed them fromthe woods, across the watermarsh and up the trackway to the caer. Al day |ong,

wi t hout food or rest. When | suggested stopping to water and rest the horses, Tegid only |aughed
and replied that soon we would obtain our fill of rest. He was certain that the beacon fire would
do its work and that Lord Nudd woul d see us settled in our graves before the night was through

But | becane nore determ ned than ever to fashion sone plan of escape. My mind whirled; ny

t houghts ranged far and wide. As | |lashed the | ast clunsy bundle of brushwood to the birch poles,
| tried desperately to think of a way to forestall the lighting of the beacon. The | ast days,
spent in the conpany of corpses, had brought a change in me. As | snelled, shifted, and stepped

over the rotting dead, | came to understand sonething fundanental: | was alive, and | wanted to go
on living. |1 did not want to be killed by Lord Nudd. I did not want to beconme yet another hi deous,
grinning, bloated [unp of putrid flesh. | was not ready to die; | wanted to |ive.

As we spl ashed back across the marshl and and fl oundered up the nmuddy track to the ruined caer, mny
m nd raced, seizing one pretense after another to stay Tegid s determ ned hand. Even as the | ast
fitful light of day faded and Tegid held the wad of pitch-soaked cloth to the enbers he had

carefully conserved to start the fire, | still believed | would think of some way to prevent him
lighting it.

I did not. Nothing came to ne. Instead, | stood nutely by and watched as he blew gently on the

bl ackened rag, touching an edge to the bright-glowing coals. As the first white w sps of snoke
curled into the nmean, dusky sky, | swallowed hard, believing that | sawny life spiralling upward

in that slender thread of snpbke. One gust of wind and the snoke scattered and dispersed. Thus
would ny life end when Lord Nudd appeared with his fell host of denon Coranyid.

Tegid's cheeks puffed as he coaxed the tiny flane to sprout. An instant later it caught, and the
rag bl ossoned into orange flane. Tegid raised the pitch-soaked cloth on the end of a stick and
offered it to me. "Here, brother," he said. "WII| you light our pyre, or shall 172"

"You light it, Tegid," |I said, still trying to discover how | night prevent the beacon from
catching fire and announci ng our presence to the eneny.

And, even as the first bright flames began |icking along the | ower edges of the huge junble of

ti nber and brushwood, | still inagined that sonehow | would think of sonmething to rescue us..

even as the flanes passed frombranch to branch, clinbing through the tangled latticework of wood,
| thought | would prevail.., even as the larger logs sizzled, throwing off steamfromthe rain
that had soaked them | believed | would discover a way of salvation for us.

Even with night full around us, and the flames |eaping high into the black vault of heaven,
t hought | would yet catch hold ,f that which had all day escaped ny grasp

And when | stood on the ruined ranpart and gazed out on the night-dark plain bel ow Sycharth, and
saw t he kindl ed torches of nounted warriors racing towards the caer, and 1.new that | saw death
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flying towards us, and heard the dull thunder of their horses' hooves drunming on the ground, even
then, | still believed we would not die.

"See how swiftly our beacon sumons them " exulted Tegid. "Come, Lord Nudd! W defy you!"

Tegid's voice was harsh and his face rigid with a strange excitenent. He lofted the torch in his
hand, waved it in a wild arc above his head, and jeered at the onrushing eneny. Picking up Twch,

| turned fromthe ranpart and ran to retrieve ny weapons. | tied the pup with the |oose end of the
horse's tether. | unlaced the oiled skin and withdrew ny sword, and then | pulled the covering
fromthe honed head of ny spear. | took up nmy shield and ran back to the place where Tegi d stood.

"Take this," | said, putting the spear into his hand. "Conme, we will nmeet themat the gate."

The gates were battered to splinters and burned, but the narrow passage of the trackway offered
sone protection. | did not know if denons fought |ike other warriors-or if they m ght pass through
wal | s of stone to wound a nortal with a single deadly glance-still, | resolved that if strong
metal could strike a bl ow agai nst such a foe, any who rai sed hand agai nst us would feel the bite
of my blade. We took our places side by side, Tegid and I, and we watched the glimrering torches
drawi ng near.

The flames hot on our backs, the blazing beacon casting our shadows | ong upon the track before us,
the roar of the great fire loud in our ears, we watched and waited. | gripped the swordhilt

easily, feeling its familiar weight fill my hand. Tegid stuck the burning brand into the bank, and
hel d the spear across his body, his face livid in the gunering firelight.

My thoughts were not on the death that awaited us, nor even with the burned and battered bodies of
our kinsmen that littered the caer. My thoughts were on the Iength of sharp netal at the end of mny
arm and the practiced novenents of the fight. This was my first real battle since beconming a

warrior, and, though it would likely be ny last, | Wlconed it, eager to try my hard-won skills.
"What ever happens," Tegid cried above the beacon fire's roar, "I count it an honor to die beside
you. "

"There is no honor in death," | said, repeating what Scatha told her students. "Rather |et us

count it an honor to send a few of the Coranyid back to the darkness of the hell they so richly
deserve."

"Well said, brother!" replied Tegid. "So be it!"

The first horses had reached the trackway at the base of the caer. | knew the eneny could see us
sil houetted agai nst the beacon fire at our backs. They hesitated. Crcled.

| heard a sharp cry. Then the first of the warriors entered the narrow trackway and flew up the
long ranp towards us. | lifted the blade and crouched behind ny shield. | could not see ny
attacker, but followed the surging path of the torch in his hand. Even as the first denon warrior
entered the trackway, another sprang up behind him and another. The three cane at us, one at a
time, and the rest stayed behind- as if unwillingto chance the ruined walls which bounded the path
| eading up to the gates.

The first rider reached the crest of the hill. |I dashed forward to the place where his horse woul d
strain to gain the hilltop. There he would be nonentarily unbal anced as he shifted his weight
forward to keep fromsliding back over the runp of his mount. And there | would neet himw th ny
bl ade.

Tegid saw what | intended and noved into position to take the second warrior before he could aid
the first.

The bl ood rushed in ny veins and ny heart |eapt, but ny thoughts were cold and precise as ny
novenent s.

I was ready for the face of ny foe, for the grotesque nanifestation of nmy nost | oathsone
i magi nings. | was ready for the face of death in any of its nbst hideous revelations. But | was
not ready for the sight that net nmy eyes as the eneny advanced into the glare of the beacon fire.
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One nmonent the denmon was a shadow in notion; an instant |ater, he took flesh in the light.
Seeing the formof ny attacker, | dropped nmy arm

For | was prepared for any sight but that which met ny eyes: Meldryn Maw's chanpi on, Pal adyr, the
chief of battle | had nmet at the Great King's court.

My hesitation alnost cost me ny life. For, as nmy swordpoint wavered, the warrior thrust at ne with
his spear. Wth a shout | junped back. Pal adyr's spearpoint flashed. In the shattering firelight,

| saw his |ips draw back in a snarl of rage. Hi s nmount, guided by the pressure of his naster's
knees, turned and drove towards ne, eyes wild, nostrils flaring, sharp hooves biting the earth.

| raised the shield to meet the blow. M blade cane up under the shield, ready to flick out the
instant the shield lifted clear. Even as | readied to strike, my mnd was struggling to find th~
meani ng of this strange turn of events:

Pal adyr. Here. Attacking ne!

Was it Pal adyr indeed? O had a cunning denpon taken the great warrior's formto confound and
def eat ne?

Though the eneny before ne nmight not be human, the rage inhis eyes was real enough. Human or not,
he neant to kill ne. H s spear shaft crashed against the iron rimof ny shield. The shock shivered
the bones in my arm and ny knees buckled. But | raised the sword and cleanly deflected the thrust
whi ch foll owed. The spear swung wide, and | saw the great man's chest exposed.

In his rage, he had left hinself vulnerable. I mght easily have pierced his heart with the point
of my sword. But | stayed ny hand. This was no denon.

"Pal adyr!" | shouted. "Hold!"

The fierce snarl of rage that curled his lips relaxed. In the fire-glare | saw bew | der ment
softening those stony features. He glanced to either side and saw that Tegid and | fought al one.
Hi s eyes noted the ruin around him exposed in the |light of the beacon flare. H's confusion
deepened.

| called to Tegid. "Hold, Tegid! These are our Kkinsnen!"

Tegid left his attack on the second horseman and raced to ny side. "Paladyr!" he cried. "Do you
not know us, nan?"

Recogni tion dawned in the huge warrior's eyes. He raised a hand in salute, but the spearpoint
remai ned | evel ed at our chests. "Tegi d?" he said. "How cone you to be here, brother?"

Tegid thrust his spear into the ground at his feet. The king's chanpi on threw down his spear in
turn and called for the other wanors to put up their weapons. He di snounted and Cane to stand
bef ore us.

He gl anced at the beacon fire and then at the ruined stronghold. He | ooked |ong upon it, and was
shaken by the sight. Wen at |ast he found his voice, he spoke. "Wat has happened here?"

The sinple question held a world of angui sh. Those with himsat on their horses and nutely
contenpl ated the devastation, stunned, bereft of words.

Tegi d stepped towards Pal adyr. "Sycharth is destroyed," he replied. "Qur kinsnen are dead. Search
where you will, all have entered death's dark hail and will no nore be found in the Iand of the
living."

Pal adyr passed an enornous hand before his eyes. He swayed on his feet, and his jaw rnuscles
wor ked, but he did not fall or cry out. | saw then how tired he was. They nust have been ri ding
for days.

"W saw the beacon," the chanpion said. "W thought... we thought the caer was. . ." He
strai ghtened hinself, turned, and nounted his horse. "The king must be told."
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He rode back down the trackway and di sappeared into the darkness.

"The king is alive, then," remarked Tegid. And, indeed, it was Meidryn Mawr hinself who appeared
before us but a few nonents | ater-haggard and red-eyed from |l ack of sleep, but it was he. Wth a
snmall escort of warriors, he appeared at the ruined gate, disnounted, and proceeded to nake a
circuit of his desolated fortress.

In the lurid glow of the beacon fire, I watched as he noved slowy through the ruins al one. He
bore the outrage bravely at first, but the devastation was too great. Wen he reached the scorched
and broken tinbers of his hail, he staggered to the ravaged hearth and fell upon his knees, filled

hi s hands with sodden ashes and flung them over his head. A ragged cry ripped fromhis throat-a
singl e heart-rending shout of unutterable grief and angui sh and pain. The warriors, who had begun
loudly clanoring for revenge, were shaned into silence by their lord s distress.

After atinme we went to him H's face was snmudged with filth, except where his tears had washed
twin trails down his cheeks. He stood as we approached. The sadness in his eyes, and in his voice,
broke my heart. "Were is Alathir?" he asked quietly. | think he already guessed the answer.

"He |ies under a grave nound on Ynys Bainail," Tegid answered.

The king nodded slowy and turned his eyes to me. "Who is this man?"

He did not recognize me fromour one brief nmeeting. | would have answered him but the question
was not for ne. "He is the wanderer, you sent to becone a warrior," Tegid answered. "He was with
Alathir when he died."

Despite his shock and sorrow, the king welconed ne and said, "Aiathir is gone, thus Tegid Tat hal
i s becone ny Chief of Song. Therefore, you are becone his sword and shield. Never depart fromhim
W will all have need of a bard in the days to cone. Guard himwell, warrior."

"Wth ny life, Geat King," | pledged.

The king raised his hand to Tegid. "You, Brehon, are all that is left to me of your kind. From
this night you will be ny bard and ny voice. As the voices of ny people are silent, so | will be
silent. For | tell you the truth, until the voices of ny people are heard again in this place,
have no voice."

The king lifted his head and scanned the black ruin of his once-great stronghold. He stood for a
monent, contenplating the horror of death and devastation, as if to fix it in his nmnd. Then he
turned away abruptly, swung into the saddle, and started down the track

As the remaining warriors filed slowy down the trackway, Tegid and | returned to our horses.
"Take heart, Tegid," | told him "W have held off death a little longer."

"We have exchanged one grave for another," he grunbled. "That is all."

"So gloomy," | told him and heard Goewyn's soft words In nmy ear. "W are still alive. Wy think
the worst?"

The bard grunted his disdain, but stirred hinself nonetheless. W pulled up the tether stakes and
nmount ed our horses. TWIth, shiverng fromthe excitenent of the fight and fire, barked lustily as
gathered himtone and rode fromthe caer.

Chapter 27

The Flight to Findargad

Together with his warband the Great King made the circuit of his lands: Caer Dyifryn, Cnoc Hydd
Yscaw, Di nas Gal an, Caer Carnedd. In each settlenent and hol ding he viewed the w cked destruction
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with the stone-hard silence of a nountain, renote and i npenetrable in his grief. None could tel
the king's thought, for he spoke to no one, but viewed the carnage and waste with an unflinching
eye.

The warriors how ed for justice; they screanmed for revenge. They raged. At each place of
destruction, at each atrocity of desolation, they renewed their cries for vengeance. Like frenzied
hounds baying for blood, they filled the air with their bellow ng, shouting taunts and curses,
urging the king to ride in pursuit of the eneny. They inmagined the eneny could be fought wth
sword and spear.

But the king knew better. Wen he had seen enough, King Meldryn turned away fromthe desol ati on of
his lands and, much to his warriors' dismay, rode for Findargad, his icebound fortress in the vast
heart of the high northern peaks of the Cethness Muntains. There the Great King would gather the
ragged remant of his people. For, by sone fabul ous chance, there were survivors. A few
settlements had escaped anni hilation: smaller, hidden hol dings where the Denon Host did not cone.
Per haps these were overl ooked in the frenzy of destruction, or were deened insignificant. However
it was, when Meldryn Maw turned his back on the | owl ands and set his face towards Findargad, six
hundred souls followed in his train.

O those six hundred, nearly one hundred and fifty were nounted warriors. The rest were farners
and craftsnen fromthe hol dings. At each settlenent where people endured, we gathered only those
provi sions we could carry easily, and noved on. W needed food and warmclothing in order to
survive the journey north. Yet we were conpelled to travel swiftly and silently lest we attract
the notice of Lord Nudd. W could not be burdened with heavy baggage, nor slow our pace for ox-
drawn wagons. |f we went hungry, at |east we went quickly.

At Yscaw on the banks of Nantcoll, the river whose headwaters issued fromthe snowbound heart of
Cet hness, Tegid erected an oghamtree: an oaken post squared on one side and carved in ogham
letters revealing to any who cane after us that we had survived

Then we proceeded al ong the banks of the swift-racing water northwards into the highlands of the
Cet hness Mountains. Sollen, nost cruel of seasons, showed no mercy-save in one regard: the cold
froze the water marge and allowed us to travel at pace along the banks, leaving little evidence of
our passing.

We were all kept busy, norning to night. Myving so many people quickly and quietly is arduous
work. "It is inpossible,” growled Tegid. "Sooner herd a shoal of salnbn with a willow wand!" He
had reason to conplain. The brunt of the chore fell to the bard, for the king would speak no word
to anyone except Tegid, who remai ned by Meldryn's side at all tines. And as | was pl edged to
Tegid's aid, | too was busy.

Owing to ny duties and ny vow to watch over Tegid, it was not until the evening of the third day
after turning north that | learned that Sinon was still alive. In truth, | had not thought about
hi m since | eaving Ynys Sci. So nmuch had happened Since then that | had scarcely a spare thought
for myself, let alone Sinon.

But | caught sight of himanong the retinue of warriors in Prince Meidron's band. And the shock of
seeing himagain brought with it the sharp realization of where | was and why | had cone. In that
instant, | understood exactly how Sinmon had felt that day when he di scovered ne on the
battlefield. | deeply resented the rem nder that | was a stranger, an outsider, and | lived in a
world not my own.

Simon did not see me, so | was able to observe himfor a few nonments before going to him He noved
in the company of Prince Meidron, who, | quickly learned, maintained an ilite force anong the
warriors-his Wl f Pack, he called them These had been given the task of guarding our escape,
riding at the rear of our procession to challenge any pursuit, which is why | had not seen him
sooner. And Sinon had won pride of place in the prince's WIf Pack. One had only to | ook at the
way the others deferred to himto knowit.

He had added sonme weight to his athletic frane-all of it nuscle, especially through the upper arns
and shoul ders. His back was broad and his | egs powerful. | watched hi mnove anong his
swor dbrothers and recogni zed the ol d assurance and easy confidence-now hei ght ened by the many
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victories he had won in Meidryn Maw's service. He was a chief of battle, and |ooked it, with his
hair grown | ong and bound in a queue at his neck. H s breecs were fine blue linen, and his siarc
was bright yellow, his cloak was green-and-blue checked. He wore no torc, but boasted four broad
arnbands of gold, and golden rings on the fingers of each hand.

Di sagreeabl e as was the shock of seeing him | was glad he was alive and well-despite the changes
wrought in himduring our tine apart. For he was no |onger the blithe young nman | had known, but a
Celtic warrior through and through. He might have said the sane of me, for | had undergone a
simlar transfornmation.

When | finished nmy scrutiny, I went to where he sat on a red calfskin beside a small twig fire he
shared with three others. "Sinon?" At the sound of his nane his head swiveled towards ne. Hi s eyes
pl ayed over nme for a nonment, and recognition broke slowy over his features. "Lew s!"

"So you do remenber ne, after all.”

He rose to stand before nme, but did not grip my arns in a kinsman's greeting. "It is good to see
you, friend. | heard you had returned." Though his tone was light and welconming, | felt the
restrai ned cool ness of his greeting and knew that he was not at all happy to see nme. "I have been

meaning to find you."
He was lying, but | let it pass. "You |look well, Sinon."

He cocked his head to one side as if trying to decide what to do with ne, then | aughed softly. "It
seens an age since | saw you last," he said. "How was the island? | hear Scatha has very |ovely
daughters." Sinmon | aughed again. His friends smled and nudged one anot her

"That is true," | replied. "How have you been, Sinon? Rising in the world, | sec.”

H s face clouded suddenly in a frown, and he glared at ne for a nmonent. "I am Siawn Hy now, " he
replied quietly, pride and scorn blending in his gaze. H's jaw bul ged nmenacingly. | | ooked at the
face of the man | had once known well, and now knew not at all. He had changed-in nore than nane.
"You seemto have done well for yourself."

"I amstill alive.”
Si non accepted this explanation readily. "You always did surprise ne."
"W have all had a few surprises the |last few days," | told him"l did not nean to disturb you."

The tension went out of himand he becane expansive in his pardon. "Think nothing of it," he said
loudly. "It was nothing. Less than nothing!" This was said nore for his friends' sakes than for
mne. "Here, sit with us; share our fire. W are always glad to welcone a swordbrother."

The other warriors heartily concurred, expanding their circle to make roomfor nme. | settled anong
them feeling instantly a part of their fell owship. | wondered at how qui ckly they wel coned ne,
and then realized that they nmust have seen ne with Tegid and the king, and specul ated about ny
exal ted position. "They say you were with Olathir when he died," said the warrior sitting across
the fire fromne. It was the accepted way of fishing for information: by indirect statenment of
fact, usually attributed to sonmeone el se.

"I was there," | replied tersely. It was a subject which | had no wi sh to discuss openly.

"He was a great bard,"” put in the warrior next to Sinmon. 'A king anmong his kind. H s counsel wll
be keenly m ssed.”

"That is true," said another. "If he had been there, Sycharth would not have fallen."

| could feel the sadness of the warriors; it was no greater than ny own, but the horror of
devastation was still fresh for them and they were struggling to inmagine the enormty of the
| oss.

One of themturned to ne. "They say you and Tegid |lit the beacon. Wre you there when the
destroyer cane? Did you see it?"
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The question carried with it the mld insinuation that Tegid and | should have done sonething to
save the stronghold. "No," | told them "Like you, Tegid and | cane after. But as to that, why
were you not there to protect your kinsnen?"

There | had probed the raw wound of their regret. They all w nced and gazed sullenly at the fire.
One of their nunber, a warrior nanmed Aedd, spoke for all of them "I would gladly the a thousand
deat hs to save even one of ny kinsmen."

"Ten thousand,"” added the warrior sitting next to him "If we had only been there. . ."

| could not take away their grief, but |I could ease their pain onmewhat. "It would not have
mattered," | told them "I have seen the eneny, and | tell you the truth-you would have been
sl aughtered with all the rest.”

"Who is it?" they wanted to know, suddenly angry. They leapt up as if they neant to seize their
weapons and ride away at once. "W has done this?"

Before | could answer, Sinobn spoke up. "Sit!" he commanded. "You have seen Caer Dyifryn and Yscaw
and Dinas Gal an. We coul d have done nothing."

"I't may be as you say," Aedd replied, slowy taking his place once nore. "But a warrior who fails
to protect his own is worse than a coward. Better that we should have died with our kin."

"Your presence there would have made no difference,” | repeated with as nuch conviction as | could
nmuster. "There is no virtue in useless death."

"Well said," agreed Sinmon quickly. "Dead we can do nothing. But alive we have a chance to avenge
our kinsmen."

They all agreed heartily with this, and voiced their approval with solem vows to kill as many of
the enemnmy as possible when the day of retribution came. They still did not conprehend the
hopel essness of our predicanent. | did not have the heart to disappoint them they would |earn the

truth soon enough.

The warriors accepted the small confort | offered. "The bl ood debt to be repaid is heavy indeed,"
Aedd observed. "Still, it is shame to nme that | was not with ny kinsmen in their time of travail."

"That is what we thought to prevent," Sinon reninded him

"When Tegid and | arrived at the caer," | said, returning to ny question, "we thought you dead. W
coul d not inmagi ne what had taken you fromthe stronghold."

"We rode to the sumons,"” Aedd replied, and went on to explain how word about a com ng invasion
had reached them fromthe southwest coast. Thinking to forestall the assault, the king had raised
the warriors of his hearth and | eft the caer. They ranged far in protection of the realm but
sighted no invaders, and, after many days, with the weather growi ng worse, they had turned back

"When we saw t he beacon fire, we thought-" Aedd halted abruptly, unwilling to go on

The soft splutter of the twig fire and the sigh of the rising wind nade a nel ancholy sound in our
ears. After a noment, Sinon said, "Hear ne, brothers. The blood debt will be repaid. W wll
avenge our dead. The eneny will be crushed into dust beneath our feet."

Despite Sinmon's brave words, the warriors' sorrow was too great to shrug aside easily. Gven tineg,
bold words woul d again ignite the spark of their valor; they would rise up and cl asp courage to
their hearts. But not now, not this night. This night, and for many nore nights to cone, the

| anent for the lost would fill their souls, and their hearts would remain heavy w th nourning.

I left themto nurse their grief, and returned to ny place Wth Tegid and the king. Prince Meldron
was there, too, Vamy trying to pry sone word of explanation fromhis father. At |ast he yielded
to the king's stubborn silence, and Stornmed away, saying, "You talk to him Tegid. Perhaps he will
listen to you. Tell ny father that we cannot reach Findargad like this. It is too far, and too
cold. The high nountain passes will be filled with snow W wll |ose half our people before we
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ever cone within sight of the towers. Tell himthat, Tegid!"
"I have already told him" Tegid nmunbl ed, when Mel dron had gone. "He will not listen."
"Is it really so dangerous?" | asked.

Tegi d nodded slowy. "The nountai ns of Cethness are high, and the Sollen winds are cold. The
prince speaks the truth when he says that many will die before we reach the stronghold."

"Then why are we goi ng?"

"There is nothing el se we can do," Tegid replied dismally. "It is what the king has ordered."”

| saw how the matter stood, so | did not bother asking the nost obvious, and nost disturbing,
questions. |If mighty Sycharth could not protect her people, why believe the stone walls of

Fi ndargad woul d fare any better? What good were swords and spears agai nst an eneny that felt
neither pain nor death?

As Tegid had norbidly suggested, we mght as well have stayed in Sycharth and saved oursel ves the
hardship and distress of a cold nountain journey, for one grave is very |like another, and when
Lord Nudd cane for us there would be no stopping hi mwherever we happened to be.

And yet... and yet, an elusive glinmrer of hope danced at the edge of nmy awareness like a firefly
floating just out of reach. It was there, and then it was gone. | gave chase and it di sappeared; |
stood still and it drew close. But, try as | might, | could not capture it.

Yet | could not rest until | had seized that hope, however small. That night | w thdrew fromthe
confort of the king's fire and stood alone in a nearby grove, holding vigil until | should
succeed. Al through the night | stood, wapped in ny cloak, |eaning now and then agai nst one of
the alder trees of the grove, listening to the branches clicking in the thin, cold wind while the
knife-bright stars turned slowy in the black Sollen sky. Al through the night | waited. And when
t he moon sank from sight below the hills, | was no closer to achieving ny purpose.

Then, even as a sullen, gray-green dawn lifted night's curtain in the east, the evasive quarry |
sought drew near. It cane, slimand fragile, in the formof a question: if Lord Nudd was so
power ful, why renove the king fromhis stronghold before |aying waste to the fortress?

The Coranyid had not noved agai nst Sycharth and the other settlenents of the realmwhile, the king
remai ned in his stronghold. The destruction cane only after Ml dryn had been drawn away t hrough
deception. It seenmed to nme that sone power had prevented Lord Nudd's awful attack while the king
remai ned with his people. Despite all the terrible Coranyid had done, the annihilation was not
conplete. And even now it m ght be avoi ded somehow. But how?

As the first faint rays of daylight spread a sickly glowinto the sky, | heard again the voice of
the Banfaith, clear and strong as if she were before ne once again:

Before the Cythrawl can be conquered, the Song nust be restored.

Was this the hope | sought? It seened unlikely, for she had al so said: No one knows the Song, save
the Phantarch al one. How could the Song of Al bion be restored if no one knew the Song but the
Phant arch, and the Phantarch was dead?

It was a riddle and it made no sense.

I worried at it through the nist-shrouded day and the I ong hours of the freezing night, as we sat
huddl ed in our cloaks before our twig fire. But the riddle turned i nward upon itself and |I could
make no sense of it.

"Tegid," | said softly, "I have been thinking." Twch slept at nmy feet, the king rested fitfully
on his white oxhi de nearby, and Tegid sat beside me, staring into the shinmering flanes, brooding
in silence.

The bard grunted but did not turn his eyes fromhis brooding contenplation of the fire.
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"Where is the Phantarch?"
"Why speak of it again?" he nmuttered. "The Phantarch is dead."

"Hear me out," | insisted. "I have pondered this in my mnd and do not speak just to anmuse nyself
with the sound of ny voice."

"Very well, speak your mnd," he rel ented.
"The Banflith told nme many things," | began, and was quickly interrupted.

"Ch, yes, the Banféith told you many things. And you have told ne little." He was sullen in this
observation. "Have you now decided to part with sone of your treasure hoard?"

The words of the Banféith were still a nystery to me, and | still feared themand all they m ght
mean. But as the days passed and the hopel essness of our plight became ever nore apparent, | grew
| ess concerned for nyself. This was no tine for the selfishness of secrets. Tegid was Chief Bard
now, he nmust be told what | knew. He m ght nake sone sense of it.

"You are right to rebuke nme, Tegid," |I told him "I will tell you everything." So | began to
relate all she had told nme regarding the Phantarch and the Song of Al bion-reluctantly at first,
but then nore readily as the words sought rel ease and tunbled out. | described the prophecy as
well as | could remenber it. | told himabout the destruction and upheaval of the days to cone,
and the | ooked-for chanpion. | told himabout Liew Silver Hand, and the Flight of Ravens, and the
Hero Feat at the end of the Great Year, and all that | could renenber, just as the Banflith had
given it to ne. When | finished, Tegid did not raise his head, but sat staring norosely into the
fire.

"It seens to nme that despite all the prophecy portends, there nay yet be some future for us."

But Tegid took no confort in what | told him Instead, he shook his head slowy and said, "You are
wong. What future there may have been, now can never be. The Cythrawl is too, strong in the |and;
Lord Nudd has grown too powerful."

"Then why give the prophecy at all?"
Tegi d just shook his head.

"I do not understand you, Tegid. You nban because | would not tell you the Banflith's prophecy,
and, when | do tell you, all you can do is conplain that it is too |ate. Before the Cythrawl can
be conquered, the Song nust be restored-that is what she said. It seens to me that we have to find
t he Phantarch.”

"The Phantarch is dead, as you well know. "
"And the Song with hin®"

"Of course, the Song with him How can it be ot herw se? The Phantarch is the instrunment of the
Song-there is no Song w thout the Phantarch."”

"But where is he?"

"You have A lathir's awen," he snapped, "not ne.

"What does that nmean?" He nuttered sonething under his breath and made to turn away, but | held
him "Please, Tegid, | amtrying to understand. Were is the Phantarch?"

"I do not know," he answered, and expl ained how, in order to protect the Song, the Phantarch's
chanmber was hi dden and the | ocation kept secret. "Only the Penderwydd knows where the Phantarch
hides. Alathir knew and AQlathir is dead."

"And he died before he could tell you the secret?"

"Yes! Yes!" Tegid rose to his feet and raised his hands in clenched fists above his head. "Yes,
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LIydl You have finally grasped this inportant truth: the Phantarch is dead; Olathir is dead; the
Song is dead; and soon we will be dead, too." The king stirred in his sleep. Tegid saw that his
out burst had di sturbed the king, and dropped his fists.

What a cruel deceit, what a pitiless ruse this prophecy. | felt the fragile hope | had held so
lightly begin to disintegrate. There could be no defeating the Cythraw w thout the Song, and no
Song wi thout the Phantarch. But the Phantarch was dead, and, as if to make natters worse, the only
person who knew where to find himwas dead, too.

«"Tellme n~,w that there is still hope for us," said Tegid, his voice a choked whisper. The fight
went out of himand he sank Once nore to the ground.

"The king is alive," | replied. "How can we be wi thout hope, if the king is alive? You are alive,
too, and so am . Look around-there are hundreds of us here, and we are ready to fight once nore.
Why has Lord Nudd been unable to kill the king? Wiy has he only attacked the unprotected
Vil l ages?"

Even as | spoke, ny own words began to convince ne that there was still sonething or soneone
keeping Nudd fromhis ultimate victory. "Listen, Tegid, if | were as powerful as you say Nudd is,
I would first kill the king, and the kingdom would be nmine. But why has he not done this?"

"I do not know! Ask himask Nudd when next you neet!"
"The Coranyid attacked only after the king had been renobved-why?"

"It is not for ne to say! Perhaps Nudd wi shes tQ prolong his enjoynment with the rich spectacl e of
our futile efforts at escape.™

"W live only at Lord Nudd's pleasure? | do not believe that."

"Believe it! We live at Lord Nudd's pleasure. And when it pleases himto kill us, he will kill us-
just as he has killed all the rest."

"And is it our king's pleasure to die at Findargad?" | chall enged.
"That is the way of it! It is the king's pleasure to die in Findargad, and | serve the king."

These were Tegid's final words. But as | lay sleepless by the fire that night, these few words of
the Banfaith sustai ned ne: Happy shall be Cal edon; the Flight of Ravens will flock to her many -
shadowed gl ens, and ravensong shall be her song.

And as! stared into the shimmering flames | saw, framed in the nolten red and gold of the enbers,
a vision: | saw a green oak grove, and, under spreadi ng branches of clustered | eaves, a grassy
mound. On this mound stood a throne made of stag antlers adorned with the hide of a white ox. And
perched on the back of the throne an enornous raven, black as noonl ess night, with w ngs
outstretched and beak open, filling the silent grove with a bitter, stringent, yet strangely
beautiful song.

Chapter 28

The Hunt

As if naddened by our escape, the Season of Ice pursued us down the valleys and riverways, filling
the world with its ravening roar. Sollen becane an eneny to be battled, a foe growi ng from
strength to strength while we slowly weakened. Yet we journeyed on. By the time we reached the
foothills of the high peaks, everyone agreed that this year's Sollentide was by far the worst that
any had ever known for wind, rain, snow, and fierce, stinging cold. Not a day went by that the sky
did not shed snow, the winds wailed and raged from dawn to dusk; the streans and rivers froze
hard. As the snow rose about us, our progress slowed to a craw .
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Fi ndi ng enough fuel to make the night's canpfires becane an obsession. Often we had to stop well
before nightfall- sonetines even before midday-in order to find and gather enough firewood to keep
us through the night. Any extra was carried along with us. Food supplies held good, but only
because we began eating less. To fill our enpty stomachs we ate snow as we stunbled al ong the
trail. The warriors now wal ked, giving their horses to the children and nothers with infants, who
could not flounder through the snow. W took to Wapping the horses' |egs-and our own as well-in
rags and skins to keep their feet fromfreezing, and wal ked two by t\WD On either side of a horse

| est anyone fall away unnoti ced.

| carried Twrch beneath ny cl oak when I wal ked-the snow was too deep for himand nore than once

bl essed the warnth of his small furry body. I fed himfromny own portion, or obtained neat scraps
for himfromthose given to the other hounds. At night he slept next tone and we kept one anot her
war m

"1 have never been so cold,"” | observed to Tegid one day, as we stopped to chop holes in the ice
of the river to water the aninals.

"Save your breath," he told me bitterly. "The worst is yet to cone.”

Hoping to lighten his nood, | replied, "Then the worst will be wasted on me, brother. | am nunb
fromhead to heel-I will not feel the difference."

He shrugged, and continued choppi ng. Wien we had nade a | arge enough hole in the thick ice, |
scooped the ice chips fromthe hole with my hand to clear it. The water nade ny hand feel warner
for an instant, and then ny fingers grew nunb again. W brought our horses to the hole and, while
they drank, | asked, "How much farther, Tegi d? How many nore days on the trail before we reach the
fortress?"

"l cannot say."
"You nust have sone idea."

He shook his head gravely. "I do not. | have never attenpted the journey in the snow. Qur pace has
sl owed fromwhen we first began, and even then it was not quick. As our strength begins to fail in
the high passes, we will nove even nore slowy."

"Perhaps it will clear soon," | observed. "If we had even a few good days, it would help."

He cocked an eye to the sky-dark, as it had been for days on end, the clouds thick and gray with
shut-up snow. "No," he said, "I think that will not happen. Indeed, | am beginning to think that
the Season of Snows will not end until Lord Nudd is defeated."

"I's that possible?" The notion of never-ending winter would have seened |udicrous-if not for the
evi dence nounting around us with each passing day.

The bard's voice was sol etm when he answered. "Great evil is loosed in Albion. Anything is
possi bl e."
Though | hated to admit it, |I knew in ny heart that he spoke the truth. Lord Nudd and his Denon

Hor de had sei zed Al bion, and the hatred of Nudd' s cold heart now i nundated the land-howing in the
cruel, cutting wind, and raging in the stinging ice and blinding snow.

"Have you told anyone this?"

Tegi d busied hinmself with the horses, but made no reply.
"You should tell the king, at |east."

"Do you think he does not know this already?"

After watering the horses we noved on, but with heavier hearts for the bl eak piospect ahead. Day
foll owed day. The | and becane steeper, the trail narrower and harder to follow Qur pace sl owed
accordi ngl y-though we rose earlier, we were forced to rest nore often, so gained no benefit there.

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (154 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:20 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

Still, all was not against us. For, as the hills becanme nore rugged and rocky, the sparse
brushwood of the enpty upland hills gave way to forest. W were able to find as nmuch firewood as
we needed, and, for the first tine since |leaving ruined Sycharth, we were at |east warmat night.

Al so, the gane which had fled the | owl ands seenmed to have taken refuge in the forests. W began to
see signs of animals anong the forest runs, and sonmetines the gray flicker of a wolf 1 oping
silently through the trees. Prince Meidron formed a hunting party, which he led. At first, the
hunters were |uckless. But, as the forest becane nore dense, and the gane nore plentiful, the
prince's efforts began neeting with sone success. Mdire and nore often, we had the roast neat of
wild pigs and deer to fill our stomachs.

One day, as we set about making canp, a small hunting party rode out in search of gane. The
hunters had not long | eft the canp when one of their nunmber cane riding back. "Hurry!" he cried.
"W need six nore warriors to follow ne."

"What is it? What has happened?" inquired Tegid.

"We have found an aurochs,"” the hunter explained. "The prince has sent ne to bring six nore nmen to
join the hunt."

"I will go," | offered, feeling a strange tingle of excitement as a |ong-forgotten nmenory
awakened. An aurochs. .

"Choose five to go with you," Tegid told the rider. "I will remain with the king.

He did not |ack volunteers, and in a nonent we were nounted and flying after our guide. W rode
along a hunting run cut deep into the forest. Because of the trees, the snow had not drifted to
much depth, so we were able to ride with good speed. In alnpbst no tine we joined the prince and
his party: four conpani ons-Si non and Pal adyr anmong them and three hounds.

"Here is where we raised the trail,'
his spear.

Prince Meidron said, pointing to the snow with the butt of

| saw fromthe enornous tracks in the snow that a huge and heavy creature had wandered into the
hunting run. And next to the first set of tracks was a second, slightly smaller set. Two ani nal s.
I looked in the direction indicated by the tracks, but the trail turned and the forest grew cl ose,
so | could not see far.

"The tracks are new," the prince observed. "The creatures can be but a little distance ahead of
us. W will | oose the dogs. Ready your spears.” He turned his horse and shouted, "Rel ease the
dogs! "

Freed fromthe |l eash, the three hounds-all that were left of the king' s hunting pack-raced after
the quarry. W lashed our horses to follow. The cold wind bit our hands and faces as the horses
driving hooves kicked up a spray of snow. Along the trail we flew, spears level, slicing the chil
air.

The narrow corridor of the hunting run turned, and we rounded the bend to see that it ended at an
out croppi ng of stone a short way ahead. Tunbl ed sl abs of nbss-covered stone thrust up fromthe

| evel ground, forming a toothy, jagged wall atop a snall nound. And before this gray-green nounded
wal | stood two aurochs, enornpus beasts, an adult and a youngster-a cow and her calf, | guessed-by
the | ook of them exhausted.

The smaller animal was a young bull, huge and sl eek and bl ack, its enornous shoul der hunp rising
like a dark hill above the broad plain of its back. Its nother was even | arger-a nmassive nountain
of flesh and hide, hoof and horn. Separated fromtheir herd, the beasts had grown weak wi th hunger
and thirst. They had stunbled into the run and | acked the wit to realize the danger. These great
creatures know few predators; lords of the forest, they are sel dom chal |l enged-even by the wol ves
which will only attack an old or enfeebled aninal.

At first glinpse of the beasts, the dogs sounded. Their |ong, quavering cry pierced the air and
echoed down the run
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At the first shivering note, the aurochs made to bolt, but saw that they were trapped by the close-
grown pines and bl ackt horn thickets on either side. As the dogs raced swiftly towards them the

| arger aurochs trotted forward and stopped stiff-legged to await its attackers. The young bul

remai ned behind its mher, safe for the nonent.

On Ynys Sd | had taken part in many hunts, but never hunted an aurochs. Indeed, | had never before
seen one of these secretive beasts in the flesh. Seeing one now, even froma fair distance, |
marvel led at its size. Coser, it made our horses seemsmall, foolishly delicate creatures-nore

li ke deer than the nmounts of warriors.

I thought the beast would charge us. But it remained steadfast, with stiffened | egs and | owered
head. The w de-sweepi ng horns, sharp as spearpoints and strong as iron, tilted towards us. One m s-
step and both horse and rider would be inpaled; those gracefully curved weapons would rip the
belly of a horse wi de open, or pass like an arrow through the body of a nan. One nmi stake and the
unl ucky hunter would not live to nmake anot her

Heedl ess of the danger, the hunters raced ahead, raising the hunting cry, flying full-voiced down
the run. Like keening eagl es we swooped towards our prey. The aurochs stood |ike a massive bl ack
boul der in our path, waiting with the patience of stone. Not a nuscle twi tched, not a nostri

qui vered. Likely, the animal had never been attacked, and even now did not sense the peri
hurtling down upon it.

Qur horses sped closer. The dogs bayed, their necks stretched | ow and teeth bared. The first
riders were alnmost within striking distance. Yet the cow did not nove. Far better if the beast
takes fright, turns tail and flees-then it can easily be ridden down from behind. A quick spear-
thrust behind the shoulder and into the heart, and the hunt is over. The kill is quick and cl ean

But the aurochs did not easily surrender or retreat. The beast stood its ground, forcing its
attackers to maneuver in close around it. At such close range the chances for a misstep multiply.

The hounds reached the cow first. Mst creatures succunb to terror at the sound of a hound's
hunting cry, and the sight of a pack closing for the kill sends nobst prey into a fatal panic.

Not the aurochs. The bold black beast nerely lowered its head still further, protecting its
throat. The dogs circled, barking and snarling in a frenzy of rage and frustration, yet keeping
wel | out of range of those long, |ethal horns.

We halted a short distance away to assess the situation. "W will drive the animals apart,"” said
the prince. "You four distract the cow," he pointed at Sinon and three others, "the rest cone with
me. W will take the young bull first."

The smal | aurochs was wel cone, to be sure, but the larger animal was the nore desirable, for it
woul d feed that many nore. The prince thought that without its offspring to protect, the cow woul d
be easier to kill. And at first the plan | ooked likely to succeed.

As it happened, the seven who were to take on the calf had the nore difficult task. And as for
driving the aninals apart-they seened to have taken root where they stood, or been frozen to the
spot, for neither so much as lifted a hoof. Nevertheless, Sinmon and his group went to work,
whoopi ng and shouting, dodging and feinting, in an effort at diverting the aurochs cow

Meanwhi l e, the rest of the hunters joined Prince Meldron in forming a large circling ring, riding

around and around the young bull, waiting for a chance to strike. One | ook at that vast, thick-
nmuscl ed shoul der and that massive neck, and | knew that nothing save a direct, plunging thrust
would kill it, and even then | doubted that a single spear could bring it down.

The young bull gazed placidly at us with cal mblack eyes, wagging its i mense head fromside to
side. Wth each sweep, its horns described a killing arc which only a fool would ignore. And there
were no fools anong us this day.

But the prince and his nmen had hunted aurochs before. After circling the beast |ong enough to
establish a predictable rhythm the prince, who had been holding his spear aloft, |owered the
spearpoint and, in the same notion, turned his horse, driving towards the aurochs, approaching it
obliquely fromthe rear.
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Those of us opposite the prince shouted at the aninmal. The spearhead flashed nearer its nmark. The
prince | eaned forward to plunge the spear deep, the full weight of horse and rider behind the
gl eam ng bl ade.

Just as the prince tensed to deliver the blow, however, the young bull turned, raising its head,
at the last nonment. If | had not seen it, | would never have believed a creature that |large could
nmove so fast.

In a shattered instant, the great black head jerked and the w de-spreadi ng horns struck the
prince's horse just behind the left foreleg. Wth a quick, effortless toss of its head the horse
was caught.

The sane nmonment, swift and certain, the prince struck with his weapon, driving the spearhead deep
into the shoulder. Thinking to turn the beast, | heaved ny spear as bard as | could. My throw

gl anced harm essly off the aurochs' hunp and nade no serious wound. But the aurochs spun towards
me, thus freeing the prince. Meldron threw hinmself fromhis nount just as the screamng, flailing
horse toppl ed backwards.

My action spared the prince a nasty wound, or worse. But now | had no weapon and the prince had no
horse. | continued the circuit around the aurochs and called to Meldron. As | canme upon him |
reached down a hand; he caught it and vaulted up behind nme in the saddle.

Meanwhi | e, the dogs, seeing the beast's head rise, sprang to the attack. One of the hounds
succeeded in getting close enough to sink its teeth into the soft skin of the aurochs' throat. The
dog bit deep and held on. The aurochs | owered its huge jaw, catching the hound's head between its
jaw and chest. Then it sinmply knelt and crushed the dog.

The two renmi ning dogs snelled the blood and rushed upon the aurochs. The young bull turned to
nmeet the attack with a sweep of its horns and caught one of the hounds, piercing it through the
neck and lifting it high. The hapl ess dog whi ned hi deously, and thrashed to free itself, but only
succeeded in working the snooth horn deeper. The aurochs tossed its head to shake the dog | oose.

The hunters saw their chance and took it. Three riders turned as one and three spears sliced the
air. Two spears found their mark in the aurochs' neck, and another bit deep into the swelling side
bet ween two huge ri bs.

The last two riders drove in and two nore spears penetrated the exposed neck; one of these severed
an artery. Blood spewed in a sudden fountain, and gushed fromthe great beast's nmouth and
nostrils, steaming in the cold air

The aurochs fell to its knees in the snow, and one of the hunters rushed upon it. In an instant he
threw himself fromthe saddl e, plucked a spear fromthe fallen beast's side and drove it in again,
thrusting the spearhead into the base of the skull behind the horns. The young bull stiffened and

then rolled onto its side, dead before its body stopped quivering.

We paused but a nmoment-just |ong enough to retrieve our spears, and for the prince to nount

anot her's horse-then turned to join the assault of the larger aurochs. But the cow nust have seen
what had happened to her calf, for the |arger beast broke fromthe circling riders and hurtled
towards us. None of us was in position to neet the charge, and we all scattered to get out of the
way. This gave the wily creature a w de-open path of escape.

The cow ran to the rock nmound behind us, and those of us cl osest gave chase. | was one of the
nearer hunters, and Sinon was another. Four of us flew after our retreating prey, and the Prince
began shouting orders to the others to take up positions on the near side of the nound to seal off
the beast's escape. W woul d chase the aurochs around behind the nmound and into the waiting spears
of our fellow hunters.

I saw t he enornous beast reach the curving slope of the nound and start around the base. As the
aurochs turned, Sinon, who was slightly ahead of me, saw his chance for a clean throw. | saw the
spear streak to its mark, burying itself deep in the upper chest behind the foreleg, very near the
heart .
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Then the ani mal di sappeared behind the rocks littering the slope of the nmound. Sinmon and I, with
two ot hers close behind, pursued the animal around the far side of the nound.

We coul d not have been nore than fifty paces behind. Yet, when we caine around the rocks, we could
not see the aurochs.

Thinking it had clinmbed the nound, Sinon urged his nount up the sl ope between the rocks. | reined
in and wheeled nmy horse to scan the short distance between the mound and the thick-wooded ridge
beyond. But the beast was nowhere to be seen

"Where did it go?" yelled Sinon, |lashing his horse back down the slope. "D d anyone see it?"

"I't nmust have run ahead of us," said one of the other hunters. Fromthe odd expression on his
face, I could see that was not what he thought at all. Then again, where el se could such a |arge
creature go?

We each gazed this way and that for a noment, but caught no sign of the huge ani mal -no hoofprints,
no trail of blood in the snow. Sinon turned his horse and | ashed it to speed. W three foll owed,
and proceeded the rest of the way around the nound to neet the Prince and the others waiting on

t he ot her side.

They had not seen the aurochs, either

"I't nust have escaped into the forest," observed Pal adyr.

"Then it cannot have gone far," Sinon told the prince. "I had a clean throw. | know | wounded it."

"Aye," agreed one who had ridden with us, "I sawit. A clean throwinto the shoul der."

Sone of hunters urged giving chase, and prepared to do so right away. But the prince cast an eye
to the darkening sky and said, "No, it is growing |ate. A wounded aurochs is too dangerous, and we
could not hope to attack it in the forest. W will have enough to do, getting the calf back to
canp before dark.™

The hunters did not enjoy letting their prey escape, but could not gainsay the prince. So we
returned to where the man whose horse the prince had taken was already hard at work. The wounded
dog had been lifted fromthe horn that inpaled it, and the poor hound' s agony ended sw ftly and
mercifully. The same had been done for the prince' s horse.

At our approach, the hunter took his knife and slit the aurochs' throat, to let the neat bleed. He
caught sone of the blood in a small wooden cup, and the cup was passed fromone hunter to the
next. | tasted the thick, hot, salty blood, and gave the cup quickly to the next hand.

This ritual observed, the hunters, with a wild whoop of jubilation, fell upon the aurochs wth
their knives. One began opening the belly to gut the carcass. Another nade an incision around the
neck, while two nore made similar cuts around the | ower |egs, so that the fine black Sollen-thick
hi de could be stripped fromthe body in one piece.

Two ot her hunters hastened to the nearby forest to cut birch poles on which to drag the quartered
carcass back to canp. They worked deftly and efficiently, each hand busy. | remarked at the speed
wi th which the nmen set about their tasks. The prince nodded. "They have good reason,"” he said
meani ngf ul | y.

"Dar kness?" | wondered, for the sky was now the color of iron and the light was failing fast.
"Wl ves. "

I looked at the spilled blood, crinson upon the snow. The scent was even now spreading on the w nd
and soon-if not already-every wolf within reach of the gusting wind woul d be hastening to the
pl ace of slaughter.

"I have | ost one horse today, | would rather not | ose another to wol ves," renarked Meidron. He
turned to ne. "You saved ne frominjury or worse. | will not forget you. Wien we cone to Findargad
you will have your reward."
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"A portion of that haunch would be reward enough,” | answered, watching the dog greedily gul ping
down a bit of liver while the hunters set about cutting up the carcass.

"Well said!" Prince Meidron |aughed, slapping ne on the back. "Tonight you will receive the hero's
portion fromny hand.”

The fl esh-side of the hide was scrubbed with snow and the skin rolled up, bound, and placed on the
back of a horse. The carcass was cut into four pieces and the quarters washed with snow to renove
as nmuch bl ood as possible. Then each quarter was |ashed to birch poles and the poles tied to ropes
and haul ed away behi nd the horses.

When we turned our horses toward canp, all that renmained of our exploit was a nound of offa

anidst a faded red patch in the well-tranpled snow. Ordinarily, the two dead dogs and the prince's
horse woul d have been renopved fromthe hunting run, but these were left where they lay. "For the
wol ves, " the hunter who rode beside ne explained. "Perhaps they will content thenselves with
that."

The way back to the canp proved nuch longer than | renenbered. It was fully dark by the tine we
reached the river, and we crossed the | ast expanse of snow guided by the fireglow fromthe

numer ous canpfires. Wrd of our success went before us, and within monents of our arrival throngs
of people gathered to viewthe kill-and to claima portion of the neat.

Speaki ng sol ely through Tegid, the king gave instructions for the neat to be divided equally anpbng
the various famly clans. And though it was a nmssive anmpbunt of neat, it di sappeared at once. True
to his word, Prince Meidron rewarded me with the hero's portion, though it neant that he hinself
recei ved | ess than anyone else. | would have shared it with himgladly, but to do so would have
shamed him

The nmeat had scarcely been shared out anong the clans, when the ghostly how of wolves cane
snaki ng down the wi nd. Twch, who had been prancing playfully around the fire, scuttled back to
sit between ny feet. Frightened by the strange sound, the pup peeped warily fromside to side and
shivered nervously. | had on several occasions heard the cry of wolves, but it had al ways seened
mournful to ne, rather than fearful-a sound full of longing and | anent, a sad, |onely sound. |
said as much to Tegid.

"That is because you have never been chased by wolves," Tegid replied when | offered ny
observation. W were sitting before the fire watching the neat roast on spits of forked al der
"They are only gathering. Wait until they catch scent of the trail and raise the hunting cry, and
tell ne then if you think it a lonely sound."

"WIIl they cone here?"
Tegid pinched a bit of neat, tasted it, and turned the spit. "Yes."

"Soon?"

Chapter 29

Ni ght ki I |

King Meidryn appeared fromout of the gl oom and approached the fire; he had been wal ki ng al one

t hrough the many canps of his people. He stood a little apart and gestured for Tegid to join him
and they conferred for a noment. | did not hear what passed between them but | watched the king
This journey was clearly changing him

The man | saw before me was not the man | had seen in Sycharth. Meidryn appeared drawn, haggard,
and drained. He was tired, yes; we were all tired. But it was nore than fatigue. It was as if the
journey itself, or the bitter Sollen wind, was bl eeding himof his spirit and strength. H s eyes
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no | onger held their spark; he no longer held his head erect, nor his shoul ders square. The G eat
King Meidryn was like a mghty tower beginning to crunble inward upon itself~ and it was a
distressing thing to see.

When they had finished their talk, Tegid returned. | rose to offer the king nmy place at the fire,
but Meidryn notioned ne to remain seated. He wal ked away once nore, continuing his restless
circuit of the canps.

So far as | knew, Meidryn Maw had not uttered a word to anyone save Tegid since turning his back
on Sycharth. Al that he w shed known, he told his bard. Tegid then acted, or instructed others in
the king's command.

"Why does the king not speak?" | asked, handing a spit of roasted neat to Tegid.

"He has taken a geas upon hinsel f," he explained sinply. "The voices of his dead kinsnmen are
silent. Therefore will the king remain silent until he either joins them or until the voices of
his people are heard in Sycharth once nore."

I renmenbered Meldryn Maw saying as nuch the night we left Sycharth, though | had not realized he
meant it literally. "The king speaks to you," | pointed out.

"Ki ngship cones to the lord through the Chief Bard, who holds the power to grant or withhold
sovereignty. It is the bard al one who approaches the king w thout bending the knee. Therefore may
Mel dryn speak to his bard w thout violating the geas."

| had heard of these strange taboos. But | had never seen ne in action, and | wanted to know nore.
"l do not understand,” | said, stripping neat fromthe alder spit and sucking the hot and savory
juices. | pulled off a strip of neat and gave itto Twrch-still huddl ed between ny feet, though the
cries of the wolves had ceased for the tinme being. "You nmake it sound as if the bard is greater

t han the king."

Tegid lifted some neat to his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Finally, he swallowed and said, "It
is not a question of who is greater. The bard is the voice of all the people-the living, the dead,
and those yet to be. It is through the bard that the king receives wi sdom and through the bard
the king's judgnents are dispensed. The king's word is law to his people, who nust subnmit to him
but the king nust also submit to a higher authority-that of sovereignty itself. It is the bard's
duty to hold ~the law of kingship for the people, lest the king beconme haughty and forget his

pl ace."

"So talking to a bard is not like talking to an ordinary clansman,” | said. "It is nore like
talking to yourself-is that what you nean?”

Tegid smiled, and it was good to see himsnile. "The things you say, brother."
"Well, isit?"

"For a king, talking to his bard is like talking to the source of his kingship. It is like taking
counsel fromhis soul, and fromthe soul of his people. The bond between a king and his bard is
not |ike any other."

"I see," | said casually. "Wll, if | were king, | would want a bard just |ike you, Tegid."
I meant it as a conplinent, but Tegid lowered the nmeat rromhis nouth and stared at ne.
"What have | said now?"

He did not reply, but his gaze took on a disturbing aspect- is if he were seeing through nme, or
seeing ne differently ,omehow. Hi s scrutiny made me unconfortable. "Listen, Tegid, | meant
nothing. If | have spoken aniss, forgive ne."

"You may have cause to regret those words," he replied slowy.

"I amsorry," | told him "I tell you |l neant nothing by them"
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Tegi d rel axed and began eating again. | was itching to know what | had said to upset him but |
did not like to probe the wound again so soon. W finished our neal in a sonewhat strained
silence, and | reflected on another |ord who had gone down into death without a sound: the aurochs
we had killed that day. Even as its life spilled out upon the snow, the young bull did not bellow
or cry out. The beast went silent to its death. Now its flesh nourished us and kept us alive.

This nmeditation brought to mind the other aurochs-the one that had di sappeared, al nost before our
eyes. Where had it gone?

I wondered about this, as | gnawed at the last of the meat. And the nmore | thought about it, the
nmore certain | becane that | knew where it had gone. This conviction induced a queer feeling in
the pit of nmy stomach, and a trenor of excitement |ike that which I had experienced at the first
mention of the aurochs. | told nyself that it was preposterous, that | could not know, that there
had to be anot her expl anati on.

Still the odd feeling and the bewi |l dering certainty persisted. | heard a voi ce-ny own voi ce,
maybe, but coming froma faraway place-as if whispering down a distant corridor, saying, It is
true, Lewis. You know it is true. You know where the aurochs has gone. Say it! Speak the words!

| pushed the unconfortable thought aside and |ay down upon ny cal fskin before the fire. Tegid had
strewn arnfuls of pine needles over the snow for us to sleep on. | stretched out before the fire
with my cloak over nme. Taking Tegid' s advice, | had ny spear ready to hand and nmy sword was at ny
side. Twrch curled beside ne, his nose resting on ny arm It was a chilly bed, but nore or |ess
dry.

| closed nmy eyes, but sleep remained far off. | knew |l would find no rest until | admtted to
mysel f that what | had inagi ned m ght actually be true

But how to acknow edge such a thing? It was ridiculous. Absurd. And yet... what if? | rolled over,
and pulled ny cloak nore tightly around ne.

Say it!

| sat upright, throwing ny cloak aside. The nound, the spear-Sinon's spear in fact-and the wounded
aurochs itself... It all made sense, and none of it nade sense. Yet, what if? Wat if?

Stunbling to ny feet, | left the canpfire, snatching up nmy cloak as | strode away. Tegid called

after me, but | did not answer him | wal ked out along the perinmeter of the canmp, ny head
throbbing with the question: How could this be? The thing | was thinking was inpossible. How coul d
it be?

As | stunped al ong, another voice assailed ne: A breach has opened between the worlds and anythi ng
may stunbl e through.

| stopped in ny tracks, and adm tted what | suspected: the wounded aurochs, inits terror and
pai n, had stunbl ed through an open portal into the other world-the world |I had | eft behind, and
all but forgotten.

But how could this be? How could the aurochs we had chased that day be the sane one that had
brought Sinmon and me to the Gherworld in the first place? How could the spear | had held in ny
hands at Farmer Grant's breakfast table be the very sane spear Sinon had thrown?

| did not know. But | was certain of one thing: | |oathed being rem nded that-no matter how
tried to forget, no natter how | pretended otherw se-1 was a stanger here, an interloper, a
trespasser. Wen all was said and done, | did not belong in the Gtherworid. And, as much as |

m ght want to-and | desperately wanted to-1 could not stay. The thought filled ne with despair.
For | could no | onger conceive of any other life than the one | had come to know. The dayl return
tomy owmn world, | told nyself, will be the day | die.

When | grew cold, | turned ny footsteps back to the canmpfire. Tegid was waiting for ne. He fed
more wood into the fire, as | wapped nyself in ny cloak and sat down. "Meidryn Mawr is a very
great king, very wealthy," he said abruptly.
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"That is true," | replied. | did not knowthis for a fact, but | believed it to be so, for | had
seen much evidence of his wealth.

"Have you ever seen his treasury?" the bard asked.
"No," | answered.
"He does not keep one."

"No? Why not ?"
"It would be an offense agai nst sovereignty,"” Tegid told ne flatly, and at last | understood that
we had returned to our previous conversation regarding the nature of Kkingship.

"But he does amass wealth," | said, feeling some pressure to defend nmy assunption, though I had no
i dea why. "There is gold and silver, there are jewels and such. | have seen them"”

"The wealth exists for the king," Tegid intoned. "And the king exists for the people. A king uses
his wealth for the good of all, to the increase of his clan. He looks only to the welfare of the
clan, never to his own."

"The people take care of the king," | mused, "and the king takes care of them" It seened a tidy
arrangenent. What coul d be better?

"Do not dismiss it lightly," Tegid warned, breaking a twig between his hands and throwing it into
the fire. "The king does not belong to hinmself. His life is the life of the tribe. A true king
lives out of hinmself, owning no life but that which he gives to his people.”

| considered this for a nonent. "And Meidryn Mawr is a true king." Indeed, | had never doubted it.

"Yes." Tegid s affirmation was solid and assured. "He is that."

I had no idea why Tegid felt it necessary to make this point to me. And he dropped the subject as
brusquely as he had begun. W turned to our sleep then, but not for long. It seemed | had only
cl osed ny eyes when the how i ng began.

| was awake and on ny feet, spear in hand, before | knew what had awakened ne. | gl anced around
qui ckly. Tegid sat nodding before the fire. He raised his head. "They have finished with the
horse,"” he said. "And their scouts have been watching us. Now they have returned to tell what they
have seen.”

Wl ves are canny creatures, quick-witted and aggressive. The cries resoundi ng through the forest
around us were of a nost unsettling kind-not at all |ike those we had heard earlier. These how s
wer e shar p-edged and keen, cutting the cold night air |ike knives.

"I'n the mountains," Tegid said, "the wolves grow | arger."

"Way have we not heard them before tonight?"

"They have been following us for several days, waiting for this tinme."
"WIIl they attack?"

"This is a hard Sollen. It is cold, game grows scarce, and they are hungry. Wen their hunger
overcones their fear, they will attack."

The howl i ng increased, growi ng |ouder as nore wolf-voices joined the weird ni ghtsong. Rapacious,
i nsati abl e, savage and feral-it was a sound to terrify, to unnerve, to paralyze. | felt the sound
in nmy bowels and fought the urge to flee.

King Meidryn, a spear in his hand, hastened towards us. Tegid rose and went to him they talked
together and then Tegid turned to ne. "Go with the king," he said. "Watever happens, stay at his
right hand."

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (162 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:20 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

The king strode to the fire, stooped, and w thdrew a burning branch. He offered ne the firebrand
and took another for hinself. W then hurried away to the horses. The king had ordered the horses
to be picketed at the edge of our canp in small groups of eight or ten, between the forest and the
river; the line stretched fromone end of the canp to the other. W positioned ourselves at the
head of the first picket. Qther warriors quickly joined us, each a few paces fromthe next, and
soon | could look along a line of shinmrering torches stretching the Iength of the canp.

Brushwood had been hastily gathered and heaped at intervals along the rank. As the cries of the
wol ves drew cl oser, the brushwood was put to the flame. W waited, gripping our ~veapons, the
forest echoing with the wild wails. This :ontinued for a tinme and then ceased abruptly. In the
sudden silence, the hiss of the torches sounded loud in ny ears.

| strained into the darkness. Cold, nobonless, black as pitch, the night clung close around us and
I could see little beyond the limted circle of the torch in ny hand. The wol ves woul d see us | ong
before we saw them | heard a rustle in the distance behind ne, spun to neet the sound with ny
spear, and saw Prince Meidron and the king's chanpion, Paladyr, running towards us. Both held
spears and torches and ran through the snow with sone urgency.

They proceeded directly to the king. "Father and Lord," said the prince, "allow ne to take ny
warriors to neet the wolves. We could keep them from the camp-they woul d never reach the horses.”

The king listened to his son, watching himin the fluttering torchlight, but made no reply. The
prince glanced at Pal adyr, drew a deep breath, and pressed on. "Father, a single |ine nakes no
sense-it is certain to break. And what w |l happen when the torches fail? W cannot keep the fires
going all night. As soon as the fires begin to fail the wolves will attack."

The king did not answer. "Did you hear me, Father?" demanded Mel dron, his voice rising. "Grant ne
| eave to ride the wolves down. It is our best protection!"”

As | stood | ooking on, Prince Meldron appealed to ne. "You will ride with ne," he ordered. To the
ki ng he added, "But, father, we nust ride now, while we still may." As | had not noved, he turned
again to ne. "Wel|?"

"I am honored to be included anong your warriors,” | answered. "But ny place is with the king."

"I have conmmand of my father's warriors," he said angrily. "I say you will ride with nme."

"I must beg your pardon, Prince Meldron. Tegid has comanded ne to abide with the king."

"And | am comanding you to ride with ne!" the prince shouted. "I |ead the warband, not Tegid." He
railed at ne with suprene self-assurance. Pal adyr, grimand inposing beside him did not appear so
certain, however. He nervously jabbed the snow with the butt of his spear

"Again | nust beg your pardon, lord," | replied. "I have pledged nyself to serve the bard, and
Tegi d has conmmanded ne to remain with the king."

"Tegid!" the prince cried in frustration. "Tegid is not in authority over me! His is not the place
to command! You will do as | bid!" He nade to step toward ne, but the king held out the shaft of
his spear and halted his son

Per haps Tegid heard his nane uttered, for we heard a shout and turned to see hi m hastening towards
us. "What is wong here?" he asked.

"You!" the prince snarled. "I command the warband, not you. It is foolish to stand here waiting
for the wolves to attack us. | say we nust ride to nmeet them and drive them away."

"The ki ng has commanded otherw se," Tegid replied softly.

"Father!" Meldron spat. "Tell this insolent dog of a bard that | conmmand the warriors!”

Tegi d stepped close to the king and Meldryn Maw whi spered sonething in the bard's ear. Tegid then
turned to the prince. "The king has heard you," he told the prince coolly. "He wi shes to rem nd
you that he holds authority over all that passes in his realm He bids you return to your place
and defend the people as you have been ordered."
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Prince Meidron stood glaring for a monment, and then, with a snarl of inmpotent rage, threw his
torch into the snow. The firebrand sizzled and sputtered out, whereupon the prince spun on his
heel and hurried away.

Pal adyr | ooked first to the king-who watched hi mwi thout expression-and then glanced at the
prince's retreating back. He stood for a nonent undeci ded. Then the chanpi on turned and hast ened
after the prince.

"So be it," Tegid nurmured. "Paladyr has chosen."

I did not fully understand the inplications of the event | had witnessed. Nor did | have tine to
dwell on it further, for someone down the |line sounded a warning cry. | looked in the direction of
the shout and saw a ghostly flickering anong the trees.

I turned my gaze to the forest before us, and at first could discern nothing in the darkness. Even
as | watched, however, | caught the faint glint of a golden eye Iike a spark darting through the
trees, and | heard the whisper of swift, alnpst silent feet.

I did not see the wolf until it was alnost on top of me, and it was nuch larger than | expected. |
had i magi ned a creature the size of one of our hounds, which were far fromsnall. Tegid had warned
me that the wolves were big, but this animal seemed nearer in size to one of our ponies!

Long- 1| egged, lean, gray, and swift as snoke on the wind, the wolf came. A nore fearsone sight
woul d be hard to describe: narrow eyes |ike glowing coals burning in its head; |ong, gaunt snout
above slavering jaws filled with jagged white teeth; a bristling coat, dark-striped across the
hi gh shoul ders and spiked with fury. In all, it appeared an apparition conceived to inspire horror
and panic in its prey.

Certainly, | felt the terror of its appearance, and quailed within nyself as it bounded nearer.
saw the cruel teeth, the burning yellow eyes, the |long bones beneath the stiff-bristled fur. |
tightened my grip on the spear, couching the ash shaft between ny ribs and arm Less than a dozen
paces separated it from ne.

If the beast had attacked, | do not know that | could have stood against it. But, just as the
ghastly thing cleared the last tree with a rush, it turned aside. Gven the length of the animal's
ground-eating stride, the wolf m ght have | eaped clear over me and into the midst of the horses.
Instead, it ran snarling and growing along the king's torch line.

In no tine at all, this first aninmal was joined by no fewer than six others-including one huge

bl ack brute that was their lord. | glanced away to the forest for just a nmoment, and when | turned
back there were ten nore. An instant later, there were no fewer than twenty. They raced back and
forth along the torch line, snarling, snapping their jaws furiously.

The tunmult was unnerving, and rightly so. This fierce display was nmeant to send us into a rout of
terror and confusion. Once we broke ranks, the wolves woul d charge through us and drag us down
frombehind. That is their way.

Wl ves | ack nothing in courage, but they will not fight if they can nore easily gain the advantage
through stealth or bluff.

When, we held our ground, the beasts howl ed in black fury. Now and agai n, one of the wolves would
dodge towards the line, teeth flashing; the men would shout, thrust their spears, and the wolf
woul d break off its attack and scranble out of range of the spears once nore.

"They are testing our resolve," Tegid observed. "If we show t hem no weakness, they may | eave us."

Judging fromthe ferocity of the wolves' determination, | thought ithis unduly optimstic. The
harsh cold had made them hungry and bold. Al so, they had seen the horses-and the horses had seen
the wol ves! The frightened ani mal s whi nni ed! and nei ghed, tossing their heads hysterically, eyes
white with terror.

Still, the wolves did not attack. They did not like the torches, and they did not |ike the
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gl eami ng spears in our hands. Tlhey could how and rage, but they could not get at the horseis as
Il ong as the line remained unbroken

The king's sinple plan had worked. W had only to remain siteadfast in our places and the wol ves
woul d not attack. Ddespite their dismaying size, the wolves were neither hungry nor bold enough to
risk the fire and weapons in our hands. H-arrowi ng though it was to stand before them we were

saf e.

I ndeed, | saw that the wolves were quickly tiring; the frenzy of their assault rapidly exhausted
them Soon they were no honger so fleet of foot, nor so loud in their challenge. The dodgi ng
feints cane less frequently. Their tongues hung out and their gaunt sides heaved.

Presently, the black wolfiord stopped in his tracks, stood panting fior a nmonment, then turned and
| oped back into the forest. He was conceding the victory to us. W were safe. No one had b~een
hurt, and we had not |ost a single horse. W had won. The wol ves were w t hdraw ng.

| was about to say as nmuch to the king. | turned ny head and drew breath to speak; Meidryn Maw
was smiling. But before | c~ould even utter a word, | heard a | oud battle whoop. The snil~e

di sappeared fromthe king's face as he gl anced beyond ne down the torch line. | spun towards the
sound and saw-far down the ranks where Prince Meldron and his warriors stood, | saw soneone
dashing after the retreating wol ves. He was waving a torch and calling for others to foll ow him

It was the prince. The defensive |line broke as the prince and the warriors of his Wlf Pack gave
chase to the wolves of the forest. "They are nad!" cried Tegid. "They will get us all killed!"

The bard nade to halt them "Stay!" he shouted. "Hold the line!"

If they heard him they paid no heed. The prince and his nmen were too intent upon catching the
wol ves. Soneone threw a spear, and | saw one of the |last wolves struck in the hind quarters. The
ani mal yelped in pain and fell. Whining, the wounded beast began draggi ng his hindquarters in an
effort to dislodge the spear.

The man ran to the wolf. A long knife flashed, and a noment later the wolf lay dead in the snow
The warrior-it was Sinon-retrieved his spear and raised a cry of triunph. He turned and lofted his
spear, urging others to follow Inspired by this feat, nore warriors broke ranks and hast ened
after the wol ves.

The warriors disappeared into the forest. Their torches flickered through the trees; their shouts
and the how s of the wolves rang in the darkness. And then, so suddenly it could not be
antici pated, wol ves appeared once nore.

Whet her they had been hiding nearby, or had turned to the attack after drawi ng the nen away, |
cannot say. However it was, the wolves sinply appeared and without the slightest hesitation
streaked through the gaping hole in the rank where Prince Meldron and his nmen had been standing
only nmonents before

In the space of two heartbeats all becanme chaos and confusion: nen running, horses rearing, spears
flashing and torches being flung this way and that. The shouts of nen and the screans of the
horses drowned out all el se.

"What are we to do?" | cried, turning to Tegid for an answer.

"Stand firm" he replied, as he began running down the line to recall the men. "Stay with the
king!" he called back to ne.

We stood our ground, and the wolves did not attenpt to attack us. They centered their attack on
our weakest place and ignored the rest of the Iine. Tegid flewto the place, but before he could
close the hole in the ranks, sone of the horses broke free of the picket and bolted. Men | eaped
for the trailing bridle ropes, and threw thenmselves into the horses' path, trying to turn them
back. But to no avail
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The horses, terrified of the wilves, the noise, and the fire, could not be turned. They fled into
the forest. The wol ves seized the opportunity and gave chase, and as suddenly as it had begun, it
was over. The wol ves were gone, and a good many horses with them

W stood waiting for sone tine, listening to the cries of the wolves and the screans of the horses
as they crashed blindly through the forest undergrowth; but the wolves did not return. The sounds
of the chase receded, becoming fainter as the pursuit hastened away fromus. And then we heard
not hi ng.

When it becane clear that the attack was ended, the king threw down his torch and began wal ki ng
down the line to the place where the prince and his warriors had abandoned their posts. |
hesitated for a nonment, and then followed. Tegid had told me to stay with the king, after all
Together we hurried to the place of attack

From t he amount of blood | saw splattered in the snow, | was prepared for the worst. Five nmen had
been wounded- savaged and nmaul ed by the wolves, but not killed. Four horses were down, and two of
these were dead, their throats ripped; eight nore had fled into the forest. The wol ves woul d run
themuntil they dropped. W would not see them again.

The ki ng surveyed the danmage w thout expression. Tegid hastened to nmeet us. "W have | ost twelve
horses," he reported. Even as he spoke, the two wounded horses were relieved of their nmisery; a
qui ck spearthrust behind the ear and they ceased their thrashing.

When Prince Meldron and his warriors returned, the five wounded warriors were having their wounds
washed with snow and bound with strips of cloth by sone of the wonen. The prince glanced quickly
at the wounded nen and strode to where we were standing.

"W have driven themoff," he declared proudly, w ping sweat fromhis brow H's warriors came to
stand behind him In the fluttering torchlight the fog fromtheir breath shimered |ike silver as
it hung above their heads. "They will trouble us no nore!" The prince was expansive in his
judgrment. "We have put fear in their craven hearts."

"How many did you kill?" asked Tegid sharply. | heard the anger in his voice, cold and quick

Those gat hered cl ose behind the prince heard it too and nurnured om nously. Meidron sniled and
held up his hand to them however. "Siawn killed one, as you well know," he replied ami ably.

"Yes," replied Tegid. "And how many nore? How nany nore wolves did you kill?"
"None," the prince said, his tone going flat. "W killed no others. Neither did we suffer defeat."
"No defeat?" snapped Tegid. "Twelve horses lost and five nen wounded-you deemthat a victory?"

The prince |ooked to his father, who stood glaring at his son. "But we drove them away," Meidron
insisted. "They will not dare attack us again."

"They have al ready done so! The nonent you broke ranks they doubl ed back and attacked the place
where you shoul d have been."

"No one was killed. W have shown themwe will fight." He raised his spear and the warriors
mutt ered agreenent.

"You have shown them Prince Meldron, that it is well worth conming back: twelve horses, and only

one of theirs killed. They will not even notice the loss," Tegid said, his voice thick with fury.

"l can assure you they will return. They will harry us fromthis night forth until we reach

Fi ndargad, for you have shown them nost wonderfully that the gain is great, and the risk is light.
They are already |aughing at the ease with which they have outsmarted us. The wolves will return

Prince Meldron. Stake your life onit."

The prince glowered at Tegid, his eyes narrowed to hate filled slits. "You have no authority over
me," Meldron growl ed. "You are nothing to ne."

"l amthe bard of our people," Tegid said. "You have lefied the king's conmand. Om ng to your
di sobedi ence, five nen are wounded and we have | ost twelve horses."
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Mel dron returned a haughty stare. "I have not heard the king say that he is angry. If my father is
di spl eased, let himtell nme so hinself."

The prince looked to his father. King Meldryn glared at his son, but did not open his nouth to

speak. "You see?" the prince sneered. "It is as | thought. The king is well satisfied. Go your
way, Tegid Tathal, and do not trouble me with trifles. If not for me, we would still be fighting
the wol ves. | have driven themaway. You will thank ne yet."

Tegid' s face was livid in the torchglare. "Thanks to you, O Headstrong Prince, we will fight the
wol ves agai n. Thanks to you, twelve who m ght have ridden nmust walk in the snow Thanks to you,
five whose bodi es were whol e must now endure suffering, and perhaps death.”

I thought Prince Meidron would burst. His neck swelled and his eyes narrowed still further, "No
one speaks to ne like this," he hissed. "I ama prince, and the | eader of men. If you val ue your
life, say no nore."

"And | amthe bard of our people," Tegid replied, once nore rem nding the prince of his authority.
"I will speak as | deem best. No man-prince or king, least of all-makes bold to stop ny tongue.
You would do well to renenber this."

The prince fairly withed with rage and frustration. He appealed silently to his father, turning
angry, inmploring eyes upon him But the king nerely stared back in stone-cold silence. The prince,
humiliated by his father's lack of support, turned abruptly and stanped away. Those nmen who deened
thensel ves the prince's own followed him And Pal adyr, the king' s chanpi on, was anong t hem

Chapter 30

The Battle of Dun na Porth

Tegi d spoke the cruel truth when he said that we had not seen the |ast of the wolves. Enbol dened
by their victory, they followed us-slipping silently through the snow | aden forest by day, and
skul king just outside the firelight by night. They did not attack as they had that first night.
But neither did they abandon the trail

"They have eaten well," Tegid said. "They are content for now, but we nust renmain wary." He
pointed to the sharp peaks rising steeply before us, and close. "Soon we will |eave the forest
behi nd. When they see that we are making for the Eiigh trails, they will strike again."

"But they will not follow us into the nountains," | said Dptimistically. It did not seemlikely
that wol ves woul d pursue us once we |eft the cover of the trees.

"Whul d you care to nake a wager?" the bard inquired ;lyly. He grew suddenly grave. "I am not |ying
when | say | E~iave never known wolves like this."

"Thi s determ ned?"

"This cunning."

I knew what he neant. In the days since the attack, | had Felt the eyes of unseen watchers upon
us. Tinme and again, | Found nyself | ooking back over ny shoul der, or darting a glance to this side
or that as we traversed the forest trail. Only occasionally did | see the gliding, ghostly shape

of a wolf flickering in the deep-shadowed di mess.

For safety's sake we kept close to the river. And, though the waterway narrowed as the path grew
steeper, the high rock bank offered some protection and the swift-noving water did not freeze. At
ni ght we banked the fires high and warriors maintained vigil fromdusk until dawn. | took ny turn
at watch on those endless nights: huddled in ny cloak, stanmping ny feet to keep warm sl apping

nmyself to stay awake and alert, peering into the void of darkness for the phantomglint of a fera
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eye, and then shuffling back to canp and collapsing into a dull, exhausted sleep until the sun
rose once nore.

Not that we ever saw the sun. So cl oud-w apped and snowbound had the world becone that we lived in
a world bereft of light and warnth. It was as if Sollen now ruled in Al bion and had bani shed the
other seasons to eternal exile. Each dark day that | awakened, | heard again Tegid s words, The
Season of Snows will not end until Lord Nudd is defeated.

The trail narrowed to little nmore than a rock-strewn path. The forest grew gradually nore sparse,
the trees smaller, stunted and defornmed by the constant battering wind, and the distance between

themgreater, as if in their msery they shunned one another. The ice-hard sky drew nearer as we

clinbed towards it. Torn shreds of cloud and tattered squalls of snow obscured the uncertain path
ahead. And, when we | ooked behind, it was into a snow hazed bl eakness of white, relieved by gray

sl abs of rock and boul ders the size of houses. W clinbed above the tree Iine, slowy nearing the
mount ai n pass | eading into the rock-bound heart of Cethness.

Each day the way grew ever steeper; each day the wind blew ever col der; each day the snow fl ew
ever faster. Each day we travelled less far than the day before. And each night ny shins and
ankl es ached fromthe upward strain of the trail, ny face and hands burned from the wi nd bl ast,
and it took |onger to nmassage warnth back into stiff, half-frozen |inbs.

We brought as nuch firewood fromthe forest as we could carry; the horses were laden with it. But
the nights were bitterly cold, up anong the bare peaks where the wind wails and nbans wi t hout
surcease, and we burned great quantities of precious fuel each night in a futile effort to keep
war m

I f! had thought |eaving the forest neant |eaving behind the wolves, | was sharply disappointed.
The second night above the tree line, as we set about making canp, we heard them once nore-high up
in the rocks around us, raising their eerie hows. The next day we could see themon the trai
behind us. They no | onger troubled to conceal thenselves. Al the same, the wolves did not attack
Nei t her did they abandon the pursuit, although they were careful to keep their distance.

| began to think that they would not attack again. Wiy should they? All they had to do was sinmply
wait until, one by one, we began falling by the way. They woul d take the stragglers, kill and
devour any who | agged behind, slaughter those too cold and too weak to go on. So that this would
not happen, the king commanded the warriors to walk, last in order to aid anyone falling too far
behind, as well as to prevent the wolves fromdraw ng too cl ose.

We struggl ed through the snow, higher and higher, clinbing steadily into the fierce, frigid air
Col d, hunger, and exhaustion united agai nst us. Despite the king's precautions, people began to
fall away. We found the stiff, gray, frozen bodi es each norning as we broke canp. Sonetinmes we

woul d see soneone | aboring on the trail ahead; they would suddenly fall, never to rise again. O
sonetimes they would sinply sink into the snow at the side of the trail and no one would see them
again. The bodi es we saw, we buried under mounds of rocks beside the trail. Those we did not find

were |eft for the wol ves.

W lost fifty before reaching the pass called the Gap of Rhon, a narrow slash between two
mount ai ns, where the trail clings precariously to the sheer nountainside far above the crashing
white-water cataract of a river known as Afon Abwy. The swollen river thrashed its way to the
mountai n glens, sending up a fine white m st which coated the rocks and froze on them The whole
gorge was encased in ice

On the day we came through the Gap of Rhon, we lost five to the yawning gorge. The wi nd gusted and
the hapless clinbers lost their footing on the ice and were swept to their deaths upon the rocks
of the Mon Abwy. | saw this happen but once, and it is a sight | hope never to see again: the
broken body falling, rag-like, striking the sides of the gorge, tunbling, spinning, glancing off
the ice-covered rocks, disappearing into the nmists and churning water

| saw it only once. Yet each time it happened, | heard the short, splintered cries pierce the thin
air. The nountains echoed with the scream long after the victimhad died. There was nothing to be
done. W noved on

The nmountain trail was treachery itself. Sheer, slim dangerous, twi sting unexpectedly. I|ce-choked
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and snowfilled, torturous, w nding through the naked peaks with the guile of a serpent. Now we
wer e passing under massive slabs of stone; now clinging to a sheer face of snmooth rock; |aboring
step-by-step up an endl ess incline one nonment, speedi ng headl ong down a precipitous decline the
next .

Qur sole consolation lay in the fact that if the journey was difficult for us-and it was agony-it
was no | ess harsh for our pursuers. Each day we could see them sonetines far, far behind us;
sonetimes near enough to hit with a well-ained stone. Behind their black | eader, they paced our
every nmovenent, never tiring, never abandoning their relentless pursuit.

| grew used to seeing them and | no |longer feared themas before. But even as | grewinured to
their predatory presence, Tegid becane nore and nore wary and fearful. Time and again, Tegid would
suddenly halt in the trail and spin around quickly, as if trying to catch sight of something

el usi ve and unseen

"What are you doing?" | asked him when he had done this several tines without explanation. | also
scanned the trail below us, and the ragged line of travellers on it.

Eyes narrowed and shielded fromthe snow with his cupped hands, he replied, "There is sonething
back there."

"Wl ves-as you well know," | replied. "Or had you forgotten?"
He gave his head a sharp jerk. "Not wolves. Sonething else.”
"What el se?"

He did not answer, but kept his eyes trained on the trail for a tine. Then he turned around and
began wal ki ng once nore. | fell into step behind him but now !, too, felt an uncanny sensation of
deepening dread. | told nyself that with a deterni ned wol f pack doggi ng our every step | need | ook
no further for the source of ny foreboding-it was as close as the nearest wolf. | told Tegid as
much, but the bard was not so easily persuaded. He still scanned the trail at intervals, and

| ooked, too; but we did not see anything except the flickering shapes of the wol ves.

Qur food supply cane to its end. Firewbod dw ndl ed dangerously. It became a natter of specul ation
whi ch would kill us first: starvation, the freezing cold, or wolves. For three days we staggered,
weary and hal f-frozen, before hunger drove us to kill and eat the first of the horses. W stripped
the still-warmflesh fromthe bones and ate it raw. The hi des we scraped and gave to cover the
children. Little Twch greedily gobbled unlikely scraps of offal; | saved a bone for himto gnaw

| ater, and assigned himto the care of the young girl who, with her nother, rode ny horse. The
worman had | ost her husband to the treachery of a nountain precipice, and in her grief was gratefu
for sone small diversion for her child. Twch could not have had a better keeper and conpani on

Al'ways the king led the way, wal king; he would not ride. Sometinmes he wal ked with Tegid, but nore
often he travelled alone. Each casualty cut himlike a knife; he bore the pain of each loss as his
own. Yet he could not sacrifice the living for the dead. So he led on, striding stiffly, Ieaning
into the slope, shoulders bowed, as if bearing on his own broad back the weight of suffering his
decision to flee into the nountains, to Findargad, had brought about. As to that decision, King
Mel dryn remai ned resol ute, despite the grunmbling against him And there was no |ack of that. W

nm ght have exhausted our neal grain, but we possessed the bread of dissent in perpetual supply.
When the last of the grain went, people reached for those ready | oaves.

Loudest in reproach was Prince Meidron. He, who should have been forenost in support, filled

hi nsel f and those around himwith conplaint and quarrel. | know | got a bellyful of his snide
nockery. "Wither now, Great King?" he would call out, whenever we stopped for a noment's rest on
the trail. "Speak, Geat King! Tell us again why we nust hie to Findargad." H s taunts were

cowardl y; Meldron knew his father would nake no reply. H's geas kept himunder vow the king would
not speak-even to defend hinself against the unjust charges of his son

Though it shanmes ne to admit it, rmuch as | trusted the king, | too began to doubt the w sdom of
his decision. Were there no graves in Sycharth? It is not easy to keep the flanme of hope burning
in the cold, enpty heart of Sollen. The Season of Snows is not the time to nmake bright plans for
the future. One slow foot in front of the other-that was all the future I knew. Just one nore
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step, and then one nore... | cared about nothing el se.

On the day we finally came in sight of Findargad-an i mense, many-towered fortress, a magnificent
stony crown on an enornous granite head lifted high on the shoulders of Cethness-we al so caught

sight of our true pursuers at last. | say that it was day, but the sky was dark as dusk and the
snow swirl ed around our frozen faces. | saw Tegid stop abruptly and whirl round, as if to catch a
t hi ef creeping behind him | had seen himdo this countless tines. But this tinme, | saw his nouth

withe and his dark eyes widen in alarm
| hurried to his side. "Wat is it, brother?"

He did not answer, but slowy raised the oaken staff in his hand and pointed behind us on the
trail. | turned to | ook where he was | ooking. | saw what he saw. My heart seized in nmy chest; it
felt as if a giant hand had thrust down my throat to clench ny stomach and squeeze ny bowels in a
steely grip.

"What. . . ?" | gasped.
Tegid remained rigid and silent beside ne.

There is no describing what | saw. Wrds were never nmeant to serve such a purpose. For |unbering
into view was an enornous, yellow, splay-footed abomi nation dragging a trenendous bl ubbery gut
between its obscenely bowed legs; its splotched, ravaged hi de sprouted scraggly tufts of black
bristles, and its narrow eyes burned with dull-wirted nalignance. The thing' s nmouth gaped
froglike, toothless and slick, and its long tongue tolled, drooling spittle and green putrid
matter; its long arns, wasted thin, dangled; its crabbed hands clutched, tearing at the rocks and
flinging themas it scranmbled frantically over the rough terrain.

Behind this squat nonstrosity surged a swarm ng | egion of grotesques. Scores of insanely freakish

creatures! Hundreds! Each one as repul sive as the next. | saw skeletal nmenbers thrusting, bloated
torsos squirnmng, lurid faces leering, frenzied feet rushing towards us at frightful speed. |
marvel l ed at their pace, for the deep snow did not seemto slow themat all. Long-linbed or short,

fat-bodi ed or slat-ribbed and thin, huge and hi deous or small and abhorrent, they skittered across
the snow, racing towards us in a vile, vomtous nass.

They rushed upon us, driven by a gale blast of hate. Their shocking appearance was only part of
their paralyzing power-1 could feel malice streanming out fromthem a potent poison, blighting al
it touched. They drove the wol ves before them |ashing themto rage. Over the snow, fast and sure
as death they came-wol ves and denobns. Who coul d stand agai nst such a formn dabl e onsl aught ?

"It is the Host of the Pit," said Tegid, his words a nmurnured understatenent. "The Coranyid."

It was the Denpon Horde of Uffern, whose coning Tegid had silently anticipated for many days.
Denons they were, and ghastly beyond belief. Yet to say that | saw the vile Coranyid is tantanount
to saying nothing. To | ook upon themwas to behold the face of w ckedness and strong evil. | saw
abhorrence enbodi ed, mal evol ence incarnate, putrescence clothed in nouldering flesh. | saw the
deat h beyond deat h.

My hands grew weak; the strength left ny legs. The will to flee deserted nme. | wanted only to sink
to the ground and cover nyself with ny cloak. This, of course, is what the denons desired. They
hoped to stop us before we reached the king's stronghol d-though why they had waited so | ong, when
they mi ght have taken us at any tine since |eaving Sycharth, | cannot say.

I glanced quickly over mny shoul der to Findargad towering above, estimating the distance. "The
fortress is too far. W will never make it."

"We nust," Tegid spat. "If we can reach Dun na Porth, we have a chance."

We hastened to the king. Meldryn did not seem di smayed, or even nuch surprised, by the news. He
turned his tired eyes towards the nountain pass, then raised the signal horn to his lips. An
instant later a shrill blast cut the chill wind with the sharp note of alarm Even as the first
war ni ng echoed and re-echoed anong the cold rock crags, people instinctively responded. O her
war ni ng bl asts were sounded down the Iine, and within the space of three heartbeats everyone was
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runni ng, staggering, slipping, sliding, floundering through the snow towards the protection of the
fortress above.

The pass that Tegid had indicated was just ahead: Dun na Porth, Gate of the Fortress-a steep-sided
not ch through which the trail passed before rising to the eyrie whereon Meldryn Maw's nountain
stronghol d perched. | entertained scant hope that we could reach the sheltering walls. Indeed, as
the people hurried by, struggling in haste, Tegid-at the king' s conmand-sunmoned the warriors to
arms.

| threw off the cloth wap protecting ny sword and strapped the chill metal to my hip. Wapping
stiff fngers around the cold shaft of my spear, | ran down the trail to join the other warriors at
the rear, pausing only to lift to their feet those who stunbled and to set themon their way.

Prince Meidron scowed at nme as | fell in with the other warriors, but he was soon too busy to
begrudge nme a place anong his own. Once the |ast of the stragglers had passed by, we forned a
tight wedge, blocking the trail fromone side to the other. To reach our kinsmen and the king,

Lord Nudd's infernal warband would have to slay us first. | did not know whether denobns coul d be
killed, nor even if they could be fought with sword and spear. Still, if a denon could feel at
all, it would feel the bite of ny bl ade.

As the battle line forned, | found nyself near the center in the second rank of warriors. W held

our spears at the ready, over the shoulders of the rank before us. As Tegid and the king led the
mai n body of our people upward into the pass, we advanced slowy back down the trail towards the
onrushi ng eneny.

At the sight of our tight-formed ranks the denbns raised a weird, unearthly cry: plaintive and
furious at the same tine, a cry of demented wath and tornent intended to breathe despair into the
nost resolute will. The nunmbing wail assailed us on the wings of the wind, yet we stood our

ground; and, as the Coranyid drew near, we welconed themw th taunts, banking our courage high
with |oud battle cries.

Few of the denmon warriors w el ded formal weapons; | saw only an occasional sword or spear gripped
in clawlike fingers, and sonme carried fire-blackened clubs. Mst cane on enpty-handed-but not for
I ong. For, as they swarnmed nearer, they tore rocks fromthe trail and fromthe nountainside and
pelted us with stones. W were thankful indeed for the protection of our shields.

The denon battle | eader sent the wolves before them Whether the Coranyid bad been using the

wol ves all along, or whether they had nerely turned the beasts' natural ferocity to their own
purposes, | do not know. But the starving, fear-maddened animals, driven to frenzy by their

i nhuman masters, rushed upon us wi thout heed. There was no sport in the killing. W nmet themwth
the points of our spears as they |leapt, and they died snapping their cruel jaws at the bl ades that
pi erced them

Behi nd the wol ves canme the main body of the Coranyid. Warriors hardened to battle, fearing neither
pain nor death, trenbled to see Lord Nudd's fell warband. Truly, this was a terrible array: skull-
headed, swollen-bellied, spindle-linbed | oathsome deserters of the grave; nisshapen nonsters each
and every one. Naked, mal forned, half-human fiends they were, malicious servants of an even nore
abhorrent master. Mre than one man shrank fromthe sight, and it was not accounted to their
shane.

Though | searched the teeming throng, | could not see their loathsone lord. | little doubted that
he was near, however, directing the onslaught from sonme unseen vantage. For | felt the waves of
sick dread break over nme as the horrid helispawn advanced. Instinct told ne this feeling was nore
than the repul sion inspired by the eneny's gruesone appearance. Lord Nudd was near. | could fee
him feel the despair and futility his presence inspired.

At the sane tine, | renmenbered the hope which Tegid and | had di scovered in the ashes of Sycharth:
the enenmy was not omi potent. Far fromit! Nudd s only weapons were fear and deceit. Surrender to
those and he would win. Defy himand his attack would founder. He could not fight agai nst men who
did not fear. This was his weakness-though perhaps his only weakness.

The first of the Denmon Horde reached us, shattering the air with their appalling shrieks. The
forerank of warriors stunbled backward as the screanmi ng battle host threw thensel ves- headl ong
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onto our weapons. Black bile and curdl ed bl ood gushed fromtheir wounds and we were suddenly

engul fed in a sickening stench. The stink was al nbst stupefying; a stonmach-churning fetor that
caused the gorge to rise in our throats. Strong nmen gagged and puked, tears streaming fromtheir
eyes. Vile as the sight and sound of the hateful creatures was, the stench was worse- overwhel m ng
the warriors' nettle. The forerank faltered, sagged, and then broke, as brave nen turned their
backs and ran fromthe fight.

Wthin monents Meidryn's dauntl ess warband was in full rout, stream ng back up the trail towards
the pass, with the demons and wolves in howing pursuit. Prince Meldron strove mightily to turn
his men, crying, "Hold!' Hold, nmen! Stand and fight!" But they could not hear himabove the
drumbeat of panic in their own hearts.

I ran, too. Henmmed in on all sides, | could do nothing else, lest | be tranpled in the crush. W
reached the pass of Dun na Porth. | |ooked up at the sheer rock face of the stone gate and paused,
thinking that here a few mght hold the trail against nmany. | stopped, and turned to face the

oncom ng fl ood.

One black wolf carried a scream ng denon on its back as it leapt, snarling, on the heels of a
fleeing warrior. As | thrust through the streanming throng, the animl saw ne and veered to the
attack, nmouth agape and foaming, teeth bared. | |et the beast draw near, then | owered ny spear and
thrust it down its open throat. The wolf reared, clawi ng the air, choking and gagging on its own
bl ood. The denon nmade to | eap upon ne, but Prince Meldron rushed forward, and, with a quick
downward chop of his sword, parted the denmon's skull in a single stroke. Both denon and wol f
expired in a heap at our feet.

Anot her denon skittered close, swinging a gnarled root around its flat, reptilian head. The prince
struck aside the club, severing the demon's armin the sanme blow. H's next thrust pierced the fou
creature through; it toppled backwards with a gurgling of exuded gas and pus. Meidron laid | ow
anot her of the repugnant creatures with a single stroke, as it nade to | eap upon him And, with as
many strokes, | sent two nore back to the pit whence they cane.

"They sl aughter nmore easily than sheep!" exulted the Prince. "There is no skill to it. W wl
have to work twice this hard to earn our glory."

It was true. The denons di spl ayed no know edge of warfare, or skill at arms. They coul d swarm and
overwhel m but they could not stand toe to toe against a warrior; they could hurl rocks and sw ng
clubs, they could rip with their tusked teeth and hook-Ilike claws, but they could not present an
ordered attack. Still, there were hundreds of the denbnspawn and only the prince and nyself to
hold them W nust quickly succunb to their nunbers. W stood in the gap, neantine, hew ng at
them stroke on stroke, razing themlike weeds before the scythe.

The wol ves were nore dangerous. Their strength and speed, their ferocity in the fight, nade them
nmore than a match for a nman. But the denons had roused themto such frenzy, they forgot their
natural instinct and sinply hurled thenselves at us. | had only to let one cone close and thrust
ny spear and the wolf either died or fled-tearing at its wounds in nmaddened fury.

| heard sonething behind ne, and spun around ready to strike. "Stay your hand, brother!" cane a
loud voice. It was Pal adyr, |eading Prince Meidron's Wl f Pack back to the fray. Sinon-Siawn Hy-
stood next to him They had seen our stand agai nst the eneny and had returned to join the fight.

"Now that the battle is won, you conme to claimthe victory," scoffed the prince. "Leave us! W are
all but fmshed here."

"Nay, prince. Did you think we would let you steal all the glory for yourselves?" answered the
chanpi on. "Cone, there is nore than enough for all."

"Prove it, then," replied the prince. "But with your sword-not your tongue!"

"Watch ne!" shouted Paladyr. And with a great cry, he lifted his sword and thrust into the midst
of a dozen denons advancing in a knot. He was a wonder to bthold! Every novenent honed sharp

flawl ess as gold, and lethal as the blade in his strong hand. He slew with every stroke. He was
the ml|lstone and the eneny was the grain he crushed, their tangled bodi es heaped around him |ike
shapel ess husks.
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Si awn gave a piercing, ear-shattering screamand | eaped after the king' s chanpi on, matching stroke
for stroke and thrust for thrust. \Werever Pal adyr strove, there was Siawn at his shoul der. Their
qui ck-fl owi ng bl ades rose and fell as one. Lest we |ose place to them Prince Meldron and
redoubl ed our efforts. Together we hewed a wi de swath through the onrushing denon tide, wading
into the battle with reckl ess courage.

Seei ng how accommodatingly the Coranyid perished, nore warriors rushed to neet the foe and soon
Dun na Porth was filled-not with snow, but with the odi ous bodi es of the Denon Host. W bent our
backs to our |abor, and a mighty work it was. Despite the cold, the sweat of battle ran from us
our breath clouded the air, and steamrose fromour wet heads.

The stink nmade the tears run fromour eyes and flowin rivulets down our cheeks. But the warriors
steel ed thensel ves against it, and encouraged one another with bold words and shouts of val or

Shoul der to shoul der we stood agai nst the squirm ng, withing, noisone onslaught. Stroke by stroke
we bettered them We might have overconme them conpletely, but there were too nmany, and darkness
was com ng on.

As the light began to fail, it becanme nore difficult to see the wetches. Yet they seened to
experience no trouble seeing us.

I ndeed, their strokes becane nore accurate as ours grew |l ess so. Their assault strengthened while
our defenses began to falter

The reason was obvi ous: Darkness was their elenent. They could see in the dark. They had attacked
Sycharth and the other strongholds in the dead of night. They could strike us in the darkness
before we knew th¢ bl ow was com ng. Even so, we fought on long after it was fool hardy to do so.
And we suffered for it.

As the deep Sollen darkness finally clainmed the nountain pass, and the howl of the wi nd drowned
out the cries of the Coranyid, Paladyr turned to the prince. "I amno coward, but | cannot fight
what | cannot see."

"Nor can I," Prince Meldron replied. "By all neans, let us save sone to fight tonorrow "

Retreat on the twi sting mountain path in the dark was difficult. W struggled upward, feeling our
way towards the stout gates and high stone walls of Findargad. Never .was | nore grateful for a
heavy gate at ny back than on that night as | tunbled into the fortress yard, to be nmet by kinsnen
bearing dry cloaks and cups of steam ng ale. They pried the weapons fromour stiff fngers and
pressed warm cups into our hands, helping us to swallow the first gul ps of the soothing drink
Those who could not stand, they carried into the hail. Those who coul d wal k, they |ed.

Fi ndargad was wel | stocked and provisi oned. Those who had gone before us had readi ed everything,
taking all that was needed fromthe fortress stores. The hail was ablaze with the |light of scores
of torches, and warmfromthe bl aze of three enornmous hearths. The boards before us were | aden
with food-though nmany of us were too exhausted to eat. W sat on benches before the hearth,
hunched Ii ke old men over our ale, clutching our cups to our chests, sipping the lifekindling
I'iquid.

The ki ng noved anmong his warriors, Tegid by his side, lauding their bravery, praising their skill
of fering each the word required to restore strength of arm and renew courage of heart. Meidryn
Mawr had not fought beside his men, but he had watched the battle fromthe ranpart until darkness
stole the sight fromhis eyes.

When they caine to me, Tegid said, "The king wi shes neto - -tell you that he marked your courage
It was the saving of many lives."

"Great King, | amsorry | could not do nore," | answered, for truly |I never felt less like a hero
than | did then. "Perhaps, if 1 had not run with the others, we night have prevail ed against them
As it is, | did nothing your own son did not do."

Ki ng Mel dryn whi spered sonething in Tegid' s ear, and the bard spoke it out to ne. "Though you nay
not know it, you have done sonething the prince did not do. You have stood by your king in al
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| oyalty when others did not. Even the prince cannot boast as much. This is accorded to your
renown: you have never dishonored your king through di sobedi ence.”

They nmoved on. | was too tired to take in the full meaning of the king's words then, but soon |
woul d have cause to brood |ong over them And | would learn to rue every syllable.

Chapter 31

Ki ng' s Counci l

By day and by night the Denon Host prowl ed outside the walls, while we kept watch fromthe
ranparts. Now and then one ventured close, and, seizing a handhold anbng the stones, skittered up

the wall. Quick as spiders, the Coranyid could clinb. And, if we were not alert, the denon m ght
reach the ranpart itself. Then the nearest warriors would stab the thing with their spears and
heave the obscene carcass over the wall. Usually, however, a vigilant warrior would hurl a rock

upon the creature's w cked head and dash out its watery brains before the odious thing had scal ed
hal fway.

Each defeat served to keep the rest of the denons at bay for a time. | cannot say why. They seened
to possess no fear, yet they could not bear the | oss of one of their nunber. It infuriated them
and those nearest the incident would shriek and scream raising the nbst horrendous din.

Al ways, day or night, we stood in the cold and wi nd-wack, keeping vigil |est we be overcone. As
the days drew on, nore denons joined the battle throng. W could see themtoiling along the
nmount ai n pat hways, sumoned by their dread lord's wath to the place of slaughter. O Lord Nudd we
saw no sign. But we often felt his lurking presence-a sudden |aboring of the heart, a pang of
nausea in the stomach, a daunting distress, a lingering despair.

Still, we were safe behind the stronghold' s high walls. Rage though the denbns m ght, they could
not penetrate the stones like spirits, nor float over the ranparts |ike ghosts. As |long as we kept
the gates barred against them they could not gain entrance. If we did not et themin, their rage
and fury renmai ned i npotent.

The first days after reaching Findargad, we rested; we nursed our wounds and nourned our dead. The
flight had exacted a terrible price. O the six hundred who had begun the journey, fewer than four
hundred renai ned; of these, only eighty warriors, and horses enough for sixty. It night have been
worse, of course, but that was no consolation. Any loss is |anentable. The fact that we had
succeeded in gaining Findargad, against every obstacle, appeared a small thing in our eyes
conpared to the | oss.

On the sixth day of the denon siege, the king summoned those of his chieftains who were stil

alive-five in all-with the prince, Paladyr, and Tegid, to his council chanber. |, whose duty it
was to remain always with Tegid, went too; and, although |I had no right, I was included in the
counci | .

Tegid it was who spoke the sumons, and Tegi d who opened the proceedi ngs. The king sat in a chair
of stag-horn, lined with rich furs. The others sat on the stone-flagged floor upon brown-and-white
oxhides. A crackling fire flaned in the hearth around which they all sat. Tegid stood at Meldryn
Mawr's right hand, his left hand resting on the king's right shoulder, so that there would be no
doubt by whose authority the bard spoke. | found a place to sit near the door, so that ny presence
woul d not trouble anyone.

When all had assenbl ed and taken their places, Tegid began. "Wse chieftains, Boars of Battle," he
said, "hear the words of your king, and give himthe benefit of your w se counsel."

Tegid inclined his ear to the king's nouth and Meldryn charged himwith the words to say. "Thus
says the king," said Tegid, straightening slowy to address his listeners. "Strong are the
LI wddi, and proud in the strength of our arns. In battle we shrink not fromany foe, neither do
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we falter in the defense of our realm The indignity of defeat was not known anbng us fromthe
time of our fathers to this."

Mel dryn Mawrnodded as Tegid finished, |eaned close and whi spered sonmething nore, then he raised
his right hand and touched the bard on the nouth. Tegid straightened and turned to those gathered
around the fire-pit.

"Thus says the king," he intoned. "Qur hones have been destroyed and the |and |laid waste. Wl ves
ghaw t he bones of the brave, and ravens feast on the flesh of our children. Ashes drift |ike black
snow where once fme halls stood; sheep and shepherd alike are slaughtered; tinber walls are
broken; stout houses have becone tonbs; hearthstones have been overturned and sweet nead poured
out on the thirsty ground to mngle with the blood of good nmen. The oW and the fox cry where

| aught er once sounded. The kite and hawk nake nests in the skulls of poets.

"More bitter tone than defeat are the deaths of ny people; nore bitter than the destruction of ny
strongholds is know edge of evil in the land. W are nen. But we are not |ike other nen. W are
LIwyddi: rulers in this worlds-realmsince its beginning. It is not inus to yield our lands to

t he oppi ~ession of usurpers. It is not in us to yield place to nurderers. It is not in us to
forget the bl ood-debt.

"Chi eftains, hear your king! The voices of the slain cry out fromtheir graves for vengeance; the
i nnocent dead require reconpense for the Iives which were brutally stolen fromthem It is the
duty of the living to honor the dead. It is the duty of the warrior to slay the foe. It is the
duty of a king to protect and defend his people, and to provide for them

"I am Meldryn Mawr. | provide for ny people in life and in death. Though the foe slay ne, the
sovereignty which | have held will continue; the kingship | have borne will not be extingui shed.

"Thus says the king: there is even now an eneny ragi ng outside our walls who seeks to destroy us-a
craven who dares not challenge us on the field of honor, but only by stealth, treachery, and
deception. And now that we are weak in the strength of our arnms this eneny raises siege against

us. W are made to endure the indignity of his taunts and the ~nsult of his vile presence before
our gates.

"I ask you, Wse Leaders, what is this snow which falls .inceasingly fromthe wounded sky? Wat is
this battering wind which all night long worries us with its how ? What is this ravening cold
whi ch every day sinks its teeth deeper into the |and?

"And what is this grief which taints the water we drink and turns the bread bitter in our nouths?
What is this wath poured out upon us like scalding oil? Wiat is this terror which grips our
hearts and makes our bl ood run col d?

"Hear me now, Keen of Judgnent, and answer if you can: what has silenced the Men of Song? Wat
causes fair Mddornn to trenble? Wat is this abom nation anong the peaks of Cethness? \Wat drives
the boar fromthe glens and causes the deer to fly fromthe forests? Wiat is it that vexes heaven
and steals the birds fromthe skies?

"Whil e you are yet deliberating, consider this: Wwo stretches forth his hand over our realmin
conquest ? Who wastes our |and? Who nakes the tears of our people flow nore freely than rushing
streans? Who rai ses the outrage of war agai nst us?"

Tegi d paused to give his listeners tinme to ponder all he had said. Wen he continued, he asked,
"Do you yet wonder? Does no one dare to speak the nanme aloud? Very well, | will say the hateful
words. It is Nudd, Lord of Uffern and Annwn, Prince of the Pit, who is answerable for all these
afflictions. It is Lord Nudd who has slain our kinsnen and nakes of our bright real ma wastel and
most wretched. It is Nudd the Accursed who turns our wonen into wi dows and our warriors into food
for worns. It is Nudd, King of Eternal N ght, who directs the denon ki nd agai nst us.

"I tell you the truth, Conpanions of the Hearth, unless we nake bold to end Lord Nudd's reign, the
outrages practiced against Prydain nust soon be known in Llogres and Cal edon al so. Then will the
Three Bl essed Real ns be united-in nmisery, not in harnony; in distress, not in peace. And Al bion
fairest island that is in the world, will withe beneath the hateful tornent of Nudd's Coranyid."
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As these words concl uded, brows furrowed and frowns deepened on the faces of his |listeners.

Mel dryn's chieftains peered at one another in despair. At length, Tegid broke the brittle silence.
"You have heard. You have pondered. You have considered. Now it is tine to share out the treasure
of your w se counsel. Your king is waiting."

Prince Meldron, in deference to his rank, was the first to speak. "Father and king, it has ever
been our way to repay wound for wound, and grief for grief. O have you forgotten this along with
your ability to speak?" The prince could not resist twisting the knife in his father's heart. "Yet
it is worth remenbering. | say, let us collect the blood-debt which is owed to us. Let us assenble
our warriors-and any who will ride with us-and make war on Nudd. Let us take up our weapons and
bani sh himfrom our |ands."

Several of the chieftains, Paladyr the Chanpi on anong them sl apped their hands against their
thi ghs and raised their voices in acclaim The king |listened wi thout enthusiasm and notioned for
Tegid to step cl ose.

After a brief consultation, Tegid turned and said, "The king has heard you, Meidron. It is in his
mnd that this evil will not be driven fromour realmby force of arns alone. For there is a
sickness at the heart of this matter that nust be renedi ed before the land will be heal ed."

"There is no affliction wought by enem es that cannot be renmedi ed by the sword," boasted the
prince.

Tegid listened patiently to the king's reply, and then spoke it out. "Thus says the king: Think
you that the tribulation which has befallen us will succunb to the edge of a sword? |I tell you
that Lord Nudd is not afraid of your spears or swords. He fears one thing only: the True King in
his stronghold. The foul lord is bound by one thing only: the Song of Al bion."

"As to that," the prince replied haughtily, "I know nothing. It seens to nme that this trouble
whi ch has cone upon us is but the neddling of bards." He turned the accusation towards Tegid.
"None of this would have happened if you and your kind had held to your own domain."

Tegid bristled at this. "Do you suggest that the bards of Al bion had anything to do with
encouraging this horror?

The prince did not deign to answer, but neither did he back down.

"So that you will know," the bard snapped. "So that everyone will know the truth, | will speak

pl ai nly. Know you this: the Cythraw is |oosed upon the world." At the nane of the Ancient Evil,
all gathered before Meidryn's hearth shivered within thenselves. "Qlathir, Chief of Bards, faced
the Beast of the Pit and was slain, but not before binding it with strong enchantnments. Thus
bound, the Cythrawl has sumoned its servant Nudd to harrow and destroy what it could not possess.
That is how this tribulation has cone upon us."

Prince Meidron scow ed and thrust out his chin. "It is the blather of bards in ny ears.” He
flicked an ear with his fingers. "What do | care how this happened? |I care only about reclaimng
what is mne!"

"Wll said, lord," replied Pal adyr |oudly. "W have shown that we can kill the Coranyid. Let us
send the ogham spear to all the clans throughout the Three Real ns and sumon all kings and their
war bands to a great hosting against Nudd and his Denon Horde."

I "his plan was heartily approved by Meldryn's chiefs, who, contrary to Tegid' s best efforts, would
not believe the enormty of the evil facing them nor credit the cause. For, despite all the
hardshi p we had endured, and all we had seen of the eneny, they still trusted only to the weapons
in their hands.

Wth the king's consent, Tegid dism ssed the gathering and everyone withdrew, talking |oudly of
the great hosting and the gl orious war which woul d be waged. They still thought that trouble could
be averted by swordstri ke and spearthrust they still thought Sollen would soon end and Gyd cone
again of its own.

After they had gone, the king rose slowly fromhis council chair and stood before the hearth,
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gazing into the fire's crinmson depths, as if searching for the face of his enenmy. After a long

monent, he departed to his inner room | saw his face illumned in the firelight as he turned, and
it seemed to ne the face of a dying man: eyes bright and hard, the flesh of his face stretched
tight on the skull, the skin papery and pale. It was the face of a nan who watches his life drain

rapi dly away, but is powerless to prevent it.

| approached the hearth and sat down on a speckl ed oxhide near the fire. Tegid noticed ny worried
expression. "The king is tired. He needs rest."

"You did not tell them about the Phantarch. Wy?"
Tegi d prodded the coals with an iron. "You saw how they were. They woul d not have heard ne."
"Perhaps not. Even so, they had a right to know. "

"Then you tell them ™ he shouted in a voice as raw as an open wound. "You have the Chief Bard's
awen, you tell them Perhaps they will listen to you." He threw the iron down.

Anger flashed quick and hot through ne. "Stop it, Tegid! You say | have received Alathir's awen,
and nmaybe | have. But | did not ask for it. In truth, | do not renenber it!"

"Then it is lost! It is rich nead spilled out upon dry sand. It is wasted and that is the end of
it." And with that, Tegid rose and stornmed fromthe council chanmber and | saw no nore of himthat
ni ght, nor all the next day.

Two days after the king's council, | took ny turn at watch on the wall. | was di snmayed to see that
there were yet nore denons gathered outside our gates. | gazed out into the snowswrled gl oom and
saw many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Coranyid surging around the foundation of the fortress
like a restless, angry sea. They grimaced obscenely at us, defecating and breaking wind in crude
defiance of our hurled rocks. The din they nade with their hideous shrieks was appalling. The
stink rising up fromtheir squalor and filth was worse. | retched before |I could stop nyself,
involuntarily adding to the reek

"There are nore each day," a warrior named Hw confirmed. "No matter how many we kill, there are
al ways nore."

It was true, and | soon | earned why.

"What is that?" | asked, pointing to a red gl ow anong a cluster of rocks swarning wth Coranyid.

"It is their fire," the warrior replied. "They warmthenselves at it."

I wondered at this. Were did denons find fuel to feed a fire? Wiy should Creatures of the Pit
requi re warnth? They seemed i mmune to cold. They neither ate, nor drank, nor slept-nor required
any other human confort. Wiy did they need a fire?

The question persisted, so | wal ked along the ranmpart to the end of the wall for a better view
between the towering rocks. | saw that, indeed, the eneny had nmade a huge fire. Wiat is nore, they
had set an enornmous cauldron to boil on the flames. The steamfromthis cauldron flew away in
ragged wi sps on the blustering wind. Scores of denobns |abored at the fire, stoking it, banking it.
But what was its purpose?

My questions were answered at once. As | stood |ooking on, a cluster of Coranyid gyrating before
the gate suddenly rushed forward, attenpting to scale the gate tinbers. The alert watchnmen hurl ed
rocks down upon them crushing and killing three instantly, and injuring two others. The injured
ones were also killed as they attenpted to drag their nangl ed bodies away. It was over in but a
monent. The others retreated, wailing horribly, and I eaving five dead behind.

No sooner had the woul d-be attackers scurried out of range, than a dozen nore rushed forward. But,
i nstead of throw ng thensel ves upon the gate as the first had done, these scanmpered to the
crunpl ed corpses of their wetched dead, seized them and dragged them away. A curious thing to
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do, | thought. And then | saw where they took the bodies, and what they did with them | watched,
and the marrow froze in nmy bones.

I turned at once and ran to find Tegid.

Chapter 32

The Caul dr on

"Foll ow me, Tegid. There is something you nust see.”

| had found the bard alone, sitting before the fire in the king's council chanber, cutting the
ogham letters into the shaft of a spear Prince Meldron and the battlechiefs intended to use to
summon the kings of Albion to the hosting. We both knewit to be a vain gesture. There would be no
sumons, no hosting, and no glorious battle. Meldryn Maw's chieftains could not even agree on who
shoul d take the spear; as to how they neant to pass through the swarm ng Coranyid at our gates,
and survive the bitter Sollen journey, they had no idea at all

"There is nothing | care to see," Tegid grow ed.

"You should see this," | told him

"Can it not wait?"

"Ch, very well," he said irritably, casting the spear aside. It clattered on the flagstones of the
enpty room He rose, brushing wood shavings fromhis breecs. "Show me this thing which cannot
wait."

Despite his conplaining, he was not greatly upset at leaving his futile task. He foll owed ne
readily. We passed fromthe chanber into the hall, threading carefully anmong scores of sl eeping
peopl e, pausing at the door of the hall to wap our cloaks tightly around us. Opening the door a
crack, | pushed aside the oxhide and stepped out into the storm Blown across the snowfilled
yard, the wind tearing at our clothing, we clinbed the steps to the ranmpart behind the wall. There
| pointed to the red fireglow flickering against the rocks. Shreds of sul phurous snoke, torn by
the wind, scunbled across the snow, staining it a filthy yellow "Do you see that?" | said.

"They have nmade a fire," he replied.
"Yes. Why, 0 Keen of Know edge, have they nade a fire?"
Tegi d nade to answer, then cocked his head to one side. "Wy, indeed?"

"Exactly." | notioned for himto followne further, and j led himalong the wall to the place
where the vessel could be

seen. "And there?" | pointed into snow churned gl oom
"A cauldron," responded Tegid with nounting interest.
"Yes, it is a cauldron. Now watch this,”" | told him and directed his attention to the gate.

We stood | ooking on for a short while, the cold wind whipping at us. W did not have long to wait,
as there soon cane another attenpt on the gate. These assaults had been regul ar occurrences for
several days, and were growi ng nore and nore frequent. Four denons were killed this tine; they

di ed hideously, scream ng and thrashing in the snow. This time, however, the broken bodies were
snatched up and carried away by other denons. Tegid adnitted that this was curious, but failed to
see the significance.

"WAit a nonent," | advised, "and keep watching."
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The broken bodies of the four slain Coranyid were borne away to the enornous fire, where they were
heaved over the rimof the great iron kettle; the corpses were tunbled in one by one, and the fire
| eapt higher. "They eat them " observed Tegid with a shiver of disgust.

"No, they do not eat their dead. Watch."

A swel |l -bellied hunchback with a face like a rat |eapt upon the rimof the steam ng vessel and
thrust a long black paddle into the seething depths. The bl oated creature nade a few stirring
nmoti ons, then stopped, and wi thdrew the paddl e.

"What -" began Tegi d.
"Watch," | said, not taking ny eyes fromthe fire-weathed kettle.

The words were no sooner out of my nouth, than one of the corpses began to rise fromthe caul dron
first a hand and an arm and then the head, shoul ders and torso. The arms noved, and the head. The
undead thing clanbered to the rimof the vessel, ignoring the flanes licking round its gl eamn ng
shins, and then sprang to the ground to rejoin the withing masses of his nonstrous conpani ons.

Meanwhi | e, the second denmon had risen fromthe froth of the massive iron pot, and now scranbl ed
over the rim The head of the third corpse bobbed to the bubbling surface, nouth open, eyes wide
and staring. It grasped the rimwith its two horny hands and pulled itself out of the caul dron and
fell sprawing onto the rocks outside the circle of flames. The | ast corpse energed fromthe
boiling liquid, and rejoined the | oathsone horde.

"Crochan-y-Aileni," nmuttered Tegid darkly, "the Cauldron of Rebirth. This is how they preserve

their nunbers. W cannot kill them W cannot stop them" H's voice rang hollow with resignation
and def eat.
"You said the Song would stop them™" | remi nded him

"The Song is lost."
"Then we must find it."
Tegid scoffed. "A fool's errand. It cannot be done."

I threw a hand towards the inposing vessel. "Only a fool would stay here and wait to be starved
and overwhel ned by these fiends and their accursed pot. It seens to ne, brother, we are fools
ei ther way."

The bard gl owered at nme, and | thought he might tip nme over the wall. But then he glanced at the
caul dron once nore, and at the thousands of teening Coranyid cavorting obscenely around its
shi mering, fire-wapped bul k. "Wat do you propose?"

"I propose we find the Phantarch. Maybe he is not dead. W do not know that he is dead. W will
not know for certain until we find him"

"l npossible,” grunted Tegid. "And futile."
"What have we to | ose?"

"Must | say it all again? No one, save the Penderwdd, knows where the Phantarch resides,"
protested Tegid weakly. "Alathir knew and-"

"And Qlathir is dead," | snapped. | had no nore patience with Tegid' s pessinism "So you keep
saying. Well, | say soneone knows where the Phantarch resides, because whoever killed himknew
wel | enough where to find him"

Tegi d, who had been about to object, jerked suddenly upright, his eyes narrow as he sifted the
truth of ny words.

"It seens to nme," | continued, "that we have either to find out who killed the Phantarch, or find
out how they discovered him"
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"It will be difficult."
"Difficult is not the same thing as inpossible.”

"Now you are talking like a bard." Tegid allowed hinself a fleeting smle

It was nmeant as a jest, but, even as he spoke these words, | renenbered nmy solem vow to the
Banfaith: It seens to ne a task nore befitting a bard, | had told her. Yet what nmay be done, that

I will do.

"It is atask for a bard,” | said. "I amno bard, Tegid, we both knowit. And yet the Chief Bard's

awen was given to ne."

The smile faded and his face clouded with the despair that had dogged hi msince Sycharth. He said
not hi ng.

"Yes, to nme, Tegid. It was given to ne! It should have been you-1 wish it had been you. | know
amno fit vessel. But the fact remains that | was there when Alathir died, and | was the one who
received the awen. That is the way of it."

Tegid's mouth twi tched unhappily but he did not respond.

"I amwilling, but I do not know what to do. You do. You are a bard. Tell ne, Tegid; tell ne what
| need to know. | remenber nothing of what Alathir told ne. But | would like to renenber. And,
maybe if | could remenber, it would do us all some good."

Tegid was silent, still, but I knew he was considering what | had said carefully. And I could
sense that he was even now begi nning to put his hurt and di sappoi ntnent behind him He stared hard
at me-as if | were an untried horse and he a reluctant buyer trying to deci de whether he could
trust ne. Finally, he said, "WII you do whatever | tell you?"

"What may be done, that | wll do."

Tegid turned abruptly and said, "Follow ne."

Chapter 33

Heart of the Heart

We slipped out into the w nd-1ashed night, the light fromthe hail spilling |like nmolten bronze
upon the snow of the yard. We carried torches, fluttering in the gusting wind with the sound of

rushing wings. Pulling a fold of nmy cloak across ny face, | followed Tegid across the dark expanse
of snow.
On the walls above us | could see the torches of the watchers. | heard the shriek of the Coranyid

as they swarned without the walls, and the shouts of the warriors as they hurled stones down upon
the vile brood.

Tegid led us to a small stone house in the shadow of the great hall. The hut was a storehouse for
| eat her, wool, and other supplies, dry and smelling of sheep, with bales of fleeces and tanned
oxhides rolled and stacked against the walls. There were al so sl abs of beeswax and bundl es of
carded wool for weaving. The roof was thatched with heather and noss; the floor was tinber, and
there were no w ndows.

In the center of the roomstood a post, and next to it a square opening in the floor. Tegid noved
to the opening, handed ne his torch and stepped down onto a wooden | adder. He di sappeared into the
square of blackness, and a nonent |ater he said, "Hand ne the light."
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I moved to the edge of the hole and handed down first one torch and then the other. Hol ding onto
the post, | lowered nyself into the darkness, feeling for rungs with ny toes. Beneath the floor
the constricted hol e opened into a narrow passage, al nost-but not quite-high enough for a nman to
stand upright. "This way," Tegid said, handing ne a torch

Two ot her passages opened off either side, but Tegid, head down and shoul ders hunched, noved off
along the central passage. It was dry, but cold. Qur breath drifted in curling vapors to the stone
ceiling above our heads. In thirty paces the passage ended in a |arger chanber, where we could
stand upright once again. At one side of the chanber there was a stone trough carved in the wall
Athin trickle of water seeping down a groove in the wall filled the basin, and the overfl ow
dripped into a cistern. | could hear the pining echo of the drips as they splashed into the

ci stern sonewhere below. On the wall opposite the trough a knotted rope hung down into a round
hole cut in the floor

Tegi d wal ked to the hole and gave nme his torch. He then seized the knotted rope, stepped to the
edge of the hole and | owered hinself down. "There are steps in the wall," he told me when he
reached the bottom "Take the rope and throw down the torches.”

Fol I owi ng his instructions and exanple, | took hold of the rope and dropped the torches down the
hole. Tegid retrieved themand held them high, so that | could see the clefts cut in the rock
face. Hal f-dangling and half-clinmbing, |I |lowered nyself down the vertical steps to find nyself in

a large, round, vaulted roomwhich was the interior of the cistern itself. A rock |edge bordered
the deep, dark pool of water. Wthout a word, Tegid handed ne ny torch, turned and | ed the way

al ong the | edge. W stopped at an opening hal fway around the circunference of the cistern and half
a man's height fromthe | edge.

Two smal |l holes bored into the stone at the side of this |arger aperture held our torches, and we
cl ambered up and into the entrance, and into another passage. Recovering our torches, we proceeded-
first on hands and knees, then in a cranped crouch, and at |ast upright as the roof rose away into
t he darkness overhead. Though outside our small, wavering sphere of |ight the passage lay in
darkness, | could tell that it was | eading downward at a slight angle, and also turning slowy
innard. The walls of this passage were wet. Water continually seeped, trickled, and dripped from
the unseen ceiling. It nmay have been the exertion of our endeavor, but the passage seened to ne
warner, and | began to feel a clamy sweat on ny face and neck

How | ong this passage continued, | could not tell. | lost track of the steps and it seened as if
we mght walk all night. At tines the stony corridor narrowed so that we were forced to go
si deways for sone distance. OQther tinmes, the walls w dened until lost to the light fromour

torches. As we foll owed the passage further, the way becane steeper, and the floor beneath our
feet snoother and nore slippery-as if the passage had been carved into the heart of the nountain
by an underground river. | also began hearing, faintly and far away, the sound of running water
like that of a mountain brook splashing and sliding over its rock-strewn bed.

After some tinme, we arrived in a huge, hive-shaped chanber-naturally forned, not nade by nen.
Through the center of the chamber coursed a stream wide, but not too deep, and Tegid followed it,
maki ng for a crevice in the wall through which the waterfiow di sappeared. This fissure spanned the
hei ght of the roomfloor to ceiling, and was wi de enough at floor level for a man to enter

"This is the wonb of the mountain,"” Tegid said, his voice echoing in the hollow chanber. "Here is
where a bard is born. Beyond this portal the awen is awakened."

He noved the torch to illunine the rock face at the edge of the crevice. | saw that a square patch
of the wall had been snoothed and a design incised in the center of the square. It was a design
knew wel I, a common device seen throughout Al bion: the circle maze whose el aborate, hypnotic |oops
and whorls could be found on armrings, tatoos, brooches, shields, wooden utensils. . . al npst

anything. The circle naze al so adorned standi ng stones and was cut into the turf on hilltops.

"That was on the pillar stone on Ynys Bainail," | said, indicating the carving. "Wat does it
mean?"
"It is MIr Cyich, the maze of life," Tegid told ne. "It is trodden in darkness with just enough

light to see the next step or two ahead, but not nore. At each turn the soul nust decide whether
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to journey on, or whether to go back the way it caine."
"What if the soul does not journey on? What if it chooses to go back the way it canme?"

"Stagnation and death,"” replied Tegid with nmild vehemence. He seened irritated that anyone woul d
consi der retreating.

"And if the soul travels on?"

"It draws nearer its destination,"” the bard answered. "The ultinmate destination of all souls is

the Heart of the Heart."

Tegid noved to a niche carved in the wall, reached in and brought forth two fresh torches which he
lit fromthe one in his hand. He gave one of these to ne, and placed his used torch in a cleft
besi de the circle maze, directing nme to do the sane.

He turned and, hunkering down, stepped into the crevice. | heard the splash of his steps and saw
the flame-flicker of his torch on shiny walls. Then he called out to ne, "Conme with me, brother
Here is where nenory begins."

| stooped and entered that narrow way, squeezed through a pinched opening and energed into a high-
ceilinged passage, w de enough to stand with hands outstretched to either side. The curved walls
of the passage were snooth, and shone as if polished. Along the floor ran the water fromthe
stream The turbul ent crash of rushing water was | ouder here, though still distant-sounding and
distorted, as if shunted and reflected by innunerable walls or baffles.

This was, in fact, the case, for we had entered an enornmous nmaze-the |ikeness of which was carved
on the wall outside- and the sound of the waterfall reached us through the many turns and curving
pat hways of the serpentine structure. We wal ked in water to our ankles, and soon our feet were wet
and numb fromthe icy flow.

After wading for a little tine in silence, Tegid began to tell nme about the place and why we had
cone there. "This is very old," he said, reaching out and sl apping the snooth stone with his hand.
"Al nost before anything else in Prydain existed, this was made. This is the onphal os of our realm
the Navel of Prydain. It has been kept and protected by our kings fromthe creation of this worlds-
realm"

| had wondered why Meidryn Maw required a fortress so far away fromhis lands. "But | thought the
Wi te Rock was the sacred center of Al bion?"

"This, too, is the center," Tegid replied, apparently unconcerned that there should be nore than
one sacred center. "And everyone who woul d beconme a bard nust tread this pathway into the Heart of
the Heart."

W wal ked al ong the gently curving passageway and came eventually to what | first thought was a
bl ank wall, but which, at closer approach, | saw was actually a close turn, doubling the passage
back upon itself. W proceeded along this new corridor, holding our torches high to throw as nuch
light before us as possible.

Despite Tegid's guidance, | found the maze utterly disorienting. As we noved al ong the curving
walls to the sound of rushing water all around, | felt like a | ost soul stunbling along, steering
by ny fitful light, hoping to reach I knew not what. And the water, swiftly flowing, was |ike tine
or the force of life, bearing us along on our journey.

The passage turned abruptly once nore and we rounded the bend and started down yet another curving
corridor, this one just slightly nore sharply curved than the last. It may have been ny

i magi nation, but it did seemas if the bend becane both a literal and synbolic turning point, a
poi nt of doubt requiring a decision. The way ahead was dark and uncertain, the way behind could no
| onger be seen. To go ahead nmeant to trust in the Maker of the Maze that the reward sought at the
Heart of the Heart would bl ess and not curse.

The curves of the nmaze becane sharper, the turns nore frequent. By this | knew that we were com ng
to the center of the nmaze. The sound of rushing water grew | ouder as well. W would reach the
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central chanmber soon. What would we find there?

The sound of water all around, the darkness, the cold, the hardness of the rock-1 felt as if | had
i ndeed entered into an initiation. Here is where nenory begins, Tegid had said. Menory begins with
birth. Was | being born into something? O was sonething being born in nme? | could not tell, but I
felt the expectation growing with each step

Ti ght er becane the turns, quicker the steps. | felt nmy pulse racing and the surge of anticipation
rushing through ne. Water, fire, darkness, stone-a world of elenental sinplicity exerting an
el emental force upon ne. | could feel the pull in nmy bones and blood. My m nd qui ckened to a call

ol der than any other, ancient, prineval: the sumons to life which had called man forth fromthe
el ement s.

W rounded the last bend in the naze and entered a circular chanber. It was enpty-except for a
large hole in the floor where the icy stream whi ch had coursed through the w ndi ng pat hways of the
maze now di sappeared. The roar of the watervoice, like that of a god, came up through the dark
hole as the falling stream shattered on the rocks sonewhere bel ow.

"W have reached the Heart of the Heart," Tegid explained. "Here nenmory is extinguished."
"Mermory is extinquished in death," | nused.

"That is so. But to die to one world is to be born into another. Therefore life, like all created
things, though it ceases to flowin this world, continues its journey in the place beyond."

The tingling | felt was the hair on the nape of nmy neck creeping. In the place beyond... the
Phant arch sl eeps. ..

Standing in the icy water, listening to the roar of falling water, | felt again the terror of that
ni ght on the sacred nmound. In the darkness | saw again the |oom ng maw of the Cythrawl, and felt
Olathir's armtight on ny neck and his breath hot in nmy ear. And | heard again the strange words
the Chief Bard had bequeathed nme with his dying breath.

"Domhai n Dorcha,"” | said, turning to Tegid. "The place beyond."

Tegid's eyes flicked sharp and quick over ny face. Interest spiked the bard' s voice. "Were did
you hear those words?"

"Alathir told ne," | answered, and told himwhat | renenbered. "I did not know what he was
saying, but |I know now. | renmenber it now In the place beyond, the Phantarch sleeps. That is what
Alathir told ne." | pointed to the hole where the water cascaded out of sight. "And there is
where we will find the Phantarch."

"Are you willing?" asked Tegid quietly.
"I am" | answered.

Trenmbling with awe and excitenment, we noved to the hole and held our torches lowin an effort to
penetrate the darkness beneath our feet. W could see nothing below the rimof the hole, however.
The water spilling over the edge splashed into the unseen depths bel ow. W stood for a nonent
wondering bow far the water fell.

Then Tegid dropped his torch into the hole. The flrebrand spun end over end, and for the briefest
of instants there flashed the glassy walls and floor of a | ower chanber before the torch doused
itself in a pool. He raised his head and our eyes net and held the glance. "Wl ? Wat say you,
br ot her ?"

"There is no other way down," | said.
"And perhaps no ot her way back up," he pointed out.

True. W& had no rope, no tools of any kind. W nust decide what to do wi thout know ng the outcone
of our actions. If we failed there would be no second chance, no delivery, no rescue, no
sal vation. W were to risk all, to trust the tortured, perhaps confused word of a dying bard.
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"If Alathir was here and told you to go down into that hole," | asked, "would you do it?"

"Of course,"” replied Tegid, without hesitation. His faith in his | eader was sinple and direct.
Tegi d's assurance was good enough for ne.

| gazed into a darkness dense as dirt and bl acker than oblivion. It nmight well be our deaths
awai ting us below. "WIIl you go first, or shall I?"

"I will go first," he said, eyeing the round black void before us. "And when | call to you, hold

the torch over the hole and drop it. | will try to catch it."

Then he sinply stepped into the hole and plunged fromsight. | heard the splash as he hit the
wat er, and, for a heart-catching instant, nothing... and then a coughing, sputtering gasp
"Tegid! Are you hurt?" | threw nyself onto ny stonmach and | owered the torch through the hole.
"It is cold!'" he roared, his voice echoing away into the depths below. | heard himthrashing in
the water and then, "Throw the torch. | amdirectly beneath you."

| tilted the torch fire-end upright as far as | could manage wi thout burning nyself. "Here it
cones," | said, and let it drop

| saw it flutter and flare for a nonment, and | was certain it would go out. But, just before it

touched the water, | saw a hand swoop out and Tegid was waving the torch and shouting, "I have it!
| have it!"

I could see his upturned face in the torchlight, grinning up at me as if froma well. "Now you,"
he call ed.

He noved aside and | sat down on the edge of the hole, letting ny |egs dangle into the void bel ow

The darkness cl osed upon nme |ike a physical force; | could feel it as a pressure on ny eyeballs
and | ungs-a vast, soft, invisible hand, squeezing ne, suffocating ne. Blind, breathless, cold
water flowing all around and over ne, | placed ny hands on the edge of the precipice and pushed

mysel f off the rim The sensation of plunging through space in absol ute darkness was nore
unnerving than | had expected. It seemed as if | fell and fell and would go on falling and never
stop; | was beginning to wonder if | would ever hit bottom when | smacked the surface of the
wat er .

Instantly, the water closed over ny head and | was plunged into the wet dark cold. | sank until
felt solid rock beneath nme. | pushed against the bottomwi th ny feet and shot up, floundering and
spewi ng, icy water pouring down on ne from overhead. | dashed water frommy eyes and | ooked
towards the light. Tegid stood at the pool's edge holding the torch high so that | could see him
I swamto him he knelt and grabbed ny arm and pulled me fromthe pool

| stood, conscious of a subtle change in our surroundings- as if we had i ndeed passed from one
realminto another. Tegid made to turn away, and, at the novenent of the torch, | glinpsed a
fleeting glinmer of light on the wall, the flash of a spark. "Wat next?" | asked. My voice did
not echo, but fell hushed at ny feet.

"Let us see what we have found," Tegid replied, and we began exploring. The chanber was round, we
di scovered, and carved in the living rock of the nountain. COpposite the pool was a | ow tunnel ed

passage. The walls of the tunnel, like the walls of the chanber, were shot through with veins of
silver crystal which sparkled as we passed. W entered the tunnel and began a | ong descent to a
deeper room Twi ce along the way | stopped. "Wait!" | told Tegid. "Listen!"

We would stop and listen, but would hear nothing. Still, I thought | could hear sonething-a |ow
rhythm c humming, like a big cat purring, or an aninmal snoring. It sounded alive, whatever it was
that we could not quite hear. | imagined tunbling fromthe tunnel into the den of a sleeping cave
bear.

The tunnel wound down and down, our dark, slowway lit by the nonentary flashes and sparkl es of
torchlight in the crystalline walls. Once | grazed the tunnel wall with ny fngertips and found it
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warmto the touch. | imagined that we were descending into the very heart of the nobuntain, so far
down that we were approaching the nolten core of the Earth itself. And still we noved on

Then, unexpectedly, the tunnel ended and we stepped out into a donme-shaped chanber that appeared
to have been hollowed froma single gargantuan crystal. The light fromour single torch was
reflected and magnified in a nyriad facets, blazing Iike a heaven full of flam ng suns. After the
darkness of the tunnel, such brightness hurt nmy eyes. And that is why | did not see the heap of
stone lying in center of the chanber-until Tegid directed nmy attention to it.

We stepped closer and saw what appeared to be a scrap of white cloth. Tegid held the torch near
and we saw a hunman hand protrudi ng from anong the stones. The flesh on the hand was shrivel ed, the
bones sharp through the pale, |eathery skin.

"We have found the Phantarch,” Tegid said, his voice a choked whisper. | turned to where he
pointed with the torch to the crude grave nound. "Cold as the stone that covers him The Banfaith
was right: the Phantarch is dead. And all hope with him There is nothing for us here.”

Chapter 34

Donmhai n Dor cha

"They have nurdered him" said Tegid in a hollow voice. "The Song is silenced and cannot be
recovered." He sounded |ost and tired and defeated. "There is nothing for us here."

He turned to go, but | stood there stubbornly, staring at the |ifeless hand reaching out fromthe
heap of stone.

Tegid started into the tunnel once nore, to begin the |Iong wal k back to the upper chanber. | meant
to follow him but my feet remained firmy planted where | stood. W had found the Phantarch. Yes,
but soneone el se had found himfirst. They had killed himand entonbed hi min Donmhain Dorcha, the
pl ace beyond the Heart of the Heart. Yet, we had cone so far... and the need was so great. | had
to see the battered corpse with my own eyes before | would believe what Tegid knew to be true.

"Are you coming?" the bard asked.
"No-not until | have seen him | want to see himwith ny owmn eyes before | believe he is dead."

"It is over!" he roared. "This is the end. There is nothing for us here."

"I will not leave until | have seen him" | stubbornly insisted. "Go if you wish, but | am
staying."
"Fool!" he bellowed angrily. "This is your doing! W have conme for nothing!"

| did not blame Tegid for this outburst. At ny coaxing, he had allowed hinself to hope, and now
that |ast, precious hope had been snatched fromhim In the end, we had only proven what he had
mai nt ai ned all along: the Phantarch was dead, and there was no escaping the doomthat awaited us
and all the rest of Al bion.

"Tegid, please," | said, "we have cone so far."

He pressed his nouth into a firm straight line, but did not deny ne. | stepped to the nound, and,
bendi ng down, began to shift the stones one by one. Tegid watched ne for a while, and when he saw
that | meant to uncover the whole nound, he gave in and cane to help me. Propping the torch
between two rocks at the head of the mound, we began carefully pulling away the stones.

We wor ked without speaking, and in a short while | glinpsed a bit of dirty white cloth. | shifted
a few nore stones, and saw a gray crunpled hand. W continued renoving the rocks until the corpse
was conpl etely exhurmed-then stepped back to view our labor's sorry yield.
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The Phantarch appeared to be an old man, an anci ent man of years beyond counting, dressed in robes
of white with a corded belt of woven gold. He wore a wide, flat neck ring that covered the upper
part of his chest. In his right hand he carried a cerenonial knife of glassy black stone; a rod of
gold nestled in the crook of his right arm H s left hand was enpty, and his feet were bare.

The flickering torchlight gave his face the appearance of life, but the sunken eyes and cheeks
told a different tale. And, though battered and broken terribly by the stones, that head stil
held a high nobility; white-haired, with a wi de brow, and hawkli ke nose, a strong chin and firm
jaw covered by a long, flowing white beard-it was the visage of a prophet. Even in death the
Phantarch retained his dignity and sonmet hing of the reverence his presence must have inspired.

He had been dead sone tinme, but the corpse showed little sign of decay or putrefaction. He seened
to be asleep-as if! might touch his cheek and be woul d awaken once nore. But the flesh was woody
and cold when | stooped to touch it. | withdrew ny hand as if | had touched hot iron. Until that
very nmoment, until | brushed that cold and waxen skin, | believe |I had i magi ned that the Phantarch
woul d yet live sonehow. But | knew now that Tegid was right.

As for Tegid, he did not utter a sound-either of rebuke or scorn. He merely gazed at the broken
body before himw th nournful eyes. Wien he had | ooked his | ast upon the corpse, he turned and
wal ked to the tunnel, taking the torch with him

As the torchlight disappeared, | was overcome by a despair so black and hopeless that | fell to ny
knees before the grave nound. | felt stupid and cheated and abused. If only | had been quicker,

t hought, and smarter. My cheeks burned with shanme and anger at ny sloth and stupidity. But no. The
Phant arch was nurdered | ong before | thought to | ook for him before Nudd destroyed Sycharth. The
ni ght of the Cythraw was the night the Phantarch died.

So we were dooned fromthe beginning; before we had even set foot on the trail to Findargad our
destruction was seal ed. Tegid was right-there was nothing for us here, and I was a fool. | could
have screaned with the unfairness of it. W had never had a chance.

I wanted to kill Lord Nudd and the denon Coranyid, to crush them beneath ny fury. | wanted to
destroy them to rid the land of their vile presence. | wanted to snmash theminto the filth and
ooze fromwhich they arose. | reached out, seized a crystalline stone in both hands and lifted it
above ny head. Wth a mighty groan, | heaved the stone, snmashing it down with all ny night as |
woul d have if the Dread Lord's face had been before nmeat that nonent.

| threwit so hard that the jagged rock shattered. Sparks flew fromthe fractured stone, and al
at once the entire chanber exploded with a dazzling light. In that splintered instant, | heard the
nmost i ncredi bl e sound.

It had a nmusical quality-like that of a tuned harp struck by the bard's skillful hand. As if an
unseen hand had plucked a triunphant chord, the last strain of a joyous song that swelled the
heart to hear it. The wondrous sound filled the chamber, rising and skirling and penetrating every
crack and fissure, every crevice and corner of the underground caverns, reverberating in the very
rocks thensel ves. The crystals in the walls of the chanber began to glowwith a rich and steady
light, as if kindled fromthe sparks of that fractured rock

And all at once, with the sound of that struck chord filling ny ears and the |ight dazzling ny
eyes, my mnd was engul fed by a sudden flood of bright inmages. | saw as one drunk on gol den nead-
through a dizzy, dimy conprehendi ng haze-a nagnificent array of inages, a sparkling vision of a
fantastically rich and wonderful world: a world infinitely alive and full of beauty and grace; a
bl essed world clothed in green and bl ue-the matchl ess greens of grass and trees, hillsides and
forests w thout conpare, the radiant blues of fair skies and noving water; a world rmade for
humanki nd and adorned with every good thing for food and confort; a world nade |umnous wth
peace, wherein every virtue is proclained and extolled by the very substance of which it is made-
fromthe smallest leaf to the |argest nountain, all things declaring a great and powerful benison
of glory, goodness, and right.

My vision becane keen and fantastic. | saw shimering rai nbows around each particular | chanced to
| ook upon: whether tree or nountain, bird or beast. | saw all things clean, clear, and sharp as
new spear points, burning with the brightness of the sun and arrayed in that dancing rai nbowed
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light. My hearing became acute: | heard the shriek of the hunting eagle as it circled in the airy
hei ghts above Ynys Sci; | heard the rustle of a wild sow s feet in dry | eaves as she tranped the
wooded trackway of Ynys Ccr; | heard the low thrummi ng of the blue whale as it churned the

shadowed watertrail of the wave-tossed deep

Above and through all this I heard nusic-such nmusic! | heard the wild skirl of pipes, and the
charm ng enchant ment of harpsong: ten thousand pipes, a thousand thousand harps! | heard the
voi ces of mmidens blending in sweet, wllow harnonies, too fair and beautiful to bear w thout
heartache. | heard the clarion call of the carynx, and the sharp blast of the hunting horn.
heard the rhythm c beat of the drum the boom ng bodhran, urgent, conpelling. | heard all that
passed in this worlds-real mbut high and Iifted up, nagnified into an exaltation of infinite
strains and interwoven strands, ever changing, ever new, ever fresh as its first begi nning,
preserved in innocence for ever

| realized, even as the wealth of this extraordinary display washed over ne, that | was seeing
Al bion itself, but higher, nobler, and nore pure than the Albion | knew It was Al bion perfected
in unutterable purity, immuculate, without fault or blenmish. It was the rarest essence of Al bion
distilled like a priceless elixir into a single, shimrering atom of excell ence unequall ed.

Heady and rich, this marvel ous revel ation nade ne swiuu It nmade ne giddy with delight. | opened ny
mouth to laugh, and nmy nouth was instantly filled with a surpassi ng sweetness-not cloying like
honey, but delicate and clean- as rare and fine a taste as anything | have ever known. | |icked ny

lips and tasted the sweetness on them It was in the air itself; it was everywhere.

Si ght, sound, and taste conbined to unnake ne, and | |aughed out loud. | |aughed until ny |aughter
di ssolved into tears, and | do not know which gave the greater release. | felt as if | was caught
up into an ecstasy of light and nusic. | was one with the sound that swirled endl essly around ne.

| was as a solitary drop nerging with the vast ocean of the mracul ous sound. Like a fleck of foam
swept away by the tiderush, | was borne along by the trenendous, all-sustaining power of the

music. It flowed all around ne, and through me; | nmerged with it, nelded with it, becane one with
it-as the sound of the flute becones one with the breath that fills it. | becanme the sound. | was
t he sound.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the glorious sound ended.

| drifted for an instant, as if falling, then snapped back to nyself with a jolt. | heard the echo
of the harp-sound fading away as the glowing light of the chanber di med. And | understood that

all I had seen and heard and felt had taken place in the briefest of instants, the fraction of a
heartbeat- the snall space of tine occupied by the snap of a breaking rock. And yet, in that
fleeting moment while it endured, the sound was tineless and whol e and eternal. | understood then
the meaning of the brilliant vision contained in the ineffable nusic | had heard.

| had heard the Song of Al bion. Not the whole song, not even the snallest fragnent of the song; a
sliver of a single note only, that is what | had heard. And that tiny fragment had filled ne with
strength and wi sdom and power beyond ny inmagi ning. | had been touched by the Song, and though it
was but the slightest touch possible, | knew nyself changed; deeply and profoundly changed.

| knew not how deeply or profoundly | had been changed, nor in what manner the change had been
wrought-until Tegid returned with the torch. "Wat was that?" he asked, stunbling into the
chanmber. "Wat happened?"

"Did you hear it?" | turned ny face towards him

He al nost dropped the torch in surprise. He fell back and thrust a hand before hi*i in fear
"What is it, brother?" | asked, rising to stand before him

But Tegid did not answer. He continued to stare as if he had never seen ne before.

"What do you see, Tegid?" | asked, and, when he did not answer, | becane annoyed. "Stop staring,
and answer ne!"

He stepped nearer then, but warily, his face half turned away, as if he feared | mght strike him

file:/lIG|/rah/Stephen%20R.%20Lawhead%20-%...0Albion%201%20-%20The%20Paradise%20War.txt (187 of 211) [2/17/2004 11:25:23 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Stephen%20R.%20L awhead%20-%20Song%6200f %20A 1 bi on%201%20-%20T he%20Par adi se%20War .txt

down. The torch wavered in his hand; so that he would not drop it, |I took it fromhim Tegid
cringed and rel eased the torch. "Please, lord!" he cried. "I cannot bear it!"

"Bear it? What are you tal king about? Tegid, what is wong with you?" | nade to nove toward him

He shrank away, burying his head in his arns. | stopped. "Wy do you behave so? Tegi d! Answer ne!"
| demanded, ny voice rising. My shout filled the crystal chanmber and rolled through the
subterranean halls with a sound |like a peal of thunder

Tegi d dropped as one stricken. | stepped towards him and it seened that | observed his huddl ed
body froma great height. | began to shake; nmy linbs trenbled and I was seized with a viol ent
shudderi ng-every muscle and i nward organ shivering, twitching uncontrollably. "Tegid!" | screaned.

"What is happening to ne?"

I fell withing upon the ground, grinding nmy teeth and drooling out of the corners of ny nouth.
Strange words- words which | did not know bubbled fromny throat and touched ny tongue with fire.
At each utterance, | felt my body nelting away. | was a spirit shedding its confining bonds,
loosing its gross fetters, expanding, rising within nmy ~ body as if passing through | ayers of
denser atnosphere, ~ soaring up into higher regions of clarity and light until | was a spirit
only, free to fly the peculiar prison of the clunmsy and cunbersone earthen vessel that contained
it. I was a spirit and | flew high, high, as high as the hi ghest headl ands above the surging sea,
as high as the peaks of Cethness, as high as the gol den eagl e above Ynys Sci

And then | plunged into the soft, dark heart of an all-sustaining silence. And this was to nme a
bl essi ng nore wonderful than the glorious nusic and Iight of my previous revelation. For | heard
within the silence the enduring stability of creation's solid foundation: eternal and unchangi ng,
unyi el di ng and unassail abl e, inexhaustible in its wealth of abundance, conplete and absol ute,
uphol ding all that was or would ever be.

| sank into the blessed silence and let it cover ne with its patient, enduring tenderness. | gave
myself up to it, and it received ne as the great wi de ocean receives the grain of sand which falls
through its fathom ess depths. And | was established within the notionless center around which the
dance of life revolves; | became one with the perfect peace which is the wellspring of al

exi stence. | drank deep of the all-enduring solace of the silence | had penetrated and whi ch now
pervaded ne. | drank, and felt nyself gathered in an eternal, infinite enbrace, gathered and held
by loving arms- like a lost child in the soothing, healing enbrace of its nother

I woke, if waking it was, in darkness black as pitch. | had dropped the torch and it had gone out.
I lay on the floor on ny side, knees drawn up, head tucked to ny chest. | raised nyself up slowy.
At ny novenent, Tegid called out, "Were are you, |ord?"

"I amhere, Tegid," | answered. My face hurt, and ny head, and linbs. | had thrashed around so
much | was bruised in a hundred places; | ached all over

| heard a rustle of clothing in the darkness and then felt Tegid s funbling hand brush ny shoul der
as he reached for ne. "Are you hurt?" he asked.

"I do not think so," | said, wagging ny sore jaw back and forth. "Nothing is broken, | think I can
stand."

"I have found the torch, but it is burned out. | cannot light it again," the bard answered, and
added in quiet despair, "I do not know how we shall find another."

I clinbed gingerly to ny feet, and stood swaying for a noment. Strength returned... and sight. |
do not know how it was, but | could see. What had been darkness total and absol ute was now nerely
dimlike the interior of one of Meidryn Maw's storehouses. | could see in the dark. | could see

However, this did not strike me as anything nore than nmerely renarkable at that nonent. Perhaps it
was an aftereffect of the light that had dazzled ne. | was grateful for the benefit of sight, but
not overcone with amazenent. It seened strangely appropriate that | should be able to see, that ny
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eyes shoul d penetrate the darkness so easily.

"All is well, brother," | said, "there is nothing to fear." Then | told himthat | could see well
enough to find the way back

I turned to the heap of stone on which lay the corpse of the Phantarch. He was dead, but the song-
the Song of Al bion- had not died with him The wi se Phantarch had seen to that. | suppose the
nmurderers, hardly daring to rouse one so powerful, had sinply heaped stones upon his inert body,
slowy crushing the Iife fromthe sl eeping Phantarch. But not before the canny bard found a way to
save his precious treasure.

Wth strong enchantnments the hel pl ess Phantarch nust have bound the Song to the stones that
covered and killed him The Song was not |ost. The stones at ny feet vibrated with it.

I wal ked quickly to the far side of the chanber and began inspecting the wall. About hal fway round
the circunference | discovered what | had not been able to see by torchlight: a | ow passageway,
the entrance of which was littered with stone chi ppi ngs and broken rock. It cane to nme that

per haps the Phantarch's nmurderers had not come to the crysta

Chapter 35

Si ngi ng St ones

I do not know how |l ong we were in Donmhain Dorcha, the place beyond the Heart of the Heart, deep
i nside the nountain. W nmade our way to the fortress above as quickly as we could, but the going
was torturously |abored and sl ow. Qur burdens were heavy, and our way tw sted and steep. W

foll owed the path the nurderers had used, and each of us carried on our backs a bundle of stones
fromthe Phantarch's gravenound

A few dozen paces outside the Phantarch's chanber, the tunnel opened onto a natural cavern which
had been cut in the softer rock by a swi ft-running underground river. The river sped by, tunbling
reckl essly down and down into the depths of the earth, its cascade booming loud in our ears. Wile
the river rushed to its secret destination below, we struggled upward, step by weary step, our

cl oaks slung on our backs, straining under the weight of the stones we carried.

It was nore difficult for Tegid. At least | could see well enough in the darkness to find our way,
but he had to trust to ny directions. He followed blind, holding to the tail of nmy siarc, placing
his feet in nmy footsteps. Still, we stunbled and fell, bruising already sore nuscles, rising each
time slower than the last. W struggled, we grappled for every handhol d, hauling ourselves and our
heavy packs up and ever upward- up fromout of the heart of the nountain, as if fromout of the
pai n and darkness of the very Pit of Uffern

Qur hands, gripping the knotted hanks of our cloaks, chafed and bled fromthe unrelenting
abrasion. The rocks battered our shins, elbows and ribs; the sharp-edged stones in our crude packs
punmel ed our backs and gouged our shoul ders. Qur feet slipped constantly on the water-slick rock
our toes were battered, our knees scuffed raw.

"Please,"” | groaned with every weary aching step, "please, let us reach the end."

But the end did not cone-only nore shadowed passages and dimtunnels filled with the sense-numnbi ng
roar of rushing water, and countless stunbling stones to be dodged, clanbered over, squeezed
under. Each twist and turn in the cavern corridor brought disappointment; every hunp and sl ab of
stone brought pain.

Tegid, bless him never once cried out in his anguish, nor questioned ny |ead. He bore his pain
wi thout a sound; he suffered in silence. He trusted ne completely, and | loved himfor it. | had
heard the Song-or part of it-and I knew what it was we carried with us, but Tegid did not.

Once, when we stopped to rest, | asked himif he had heard the sound | had heard in the
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Phant arch's chanber. He said he had heard nme call his nane. | did not renmenber calling out his
nane, although | might have. "But you do believe that |I heard sonething?" | asked him

"I know that you heard sonmething, lord," he answered. Hi s conviction was unyielding as the rock

beneat h our feet. | asked himhow he knew, but he declined to answer. Besides, tal king used up too
much energy, and it was difficult shouting over the noise of the crashing water. So we lay in the
dar kness, weak and exhausted, wondering how rmuch further we had still to go.

When the tinme came to trudge on, | jostled Tegid gently and we haul ed oursel ves upright, sore-

f oot ed and weak-1egged, hoisting the heavy bundl es upon our injured backs. Then, slow step by
aching sl ow step, we continued on our way.

It seened ages, eons since we had | eft the Phantarch's chanber. It seemed to ne as if we had

wal ked in this dimunderworld forever-lost spirits, wandering shades, neither conpletely dead nor
fully alive, nmade to journey between the worlds, bearing the weight of our transgressions on our
battered backs until the end of tine.

After two nore brief rest stops, | noticed the passage we were traversing began to rise under ny
feet, becomi ng gradually nore steep. Shortly after this-or perhaps days later, | cannot say-we
came to a divide. On the right-hand side, the river side, the water frothed froma nearly vertica
shaft; the left-hand passage was dry, and this appealed to ne. W turned aside fromthe river and
its roaring water, and entered the | eft passageway.

We had not gone far when | noticed that the walls had begun to narrow, and the cavern ceiling over
our heads had begun to |ower. Soon | could touch either wall with outstretched hands, and | had to
duck nmy head to keep frombunmping it on the rock roof above.

We were being squeezed into an ever nore narrow constriction. The further we went, the closer grew
the walls and the nore cranped the passage between them Had | nmade a nmistake in leading us this
way? Perhaps | had taken the wong passage, or had nissed the way far earlier on. Perhaps we were
si mply wandering, lost, through endl ess underground caverns, ainlessly navigating passages with
nei t her begi nning nor end.

Doubts swarned ny mnd |ike hornets shaken froma rotten log. Fool! | cursed nyself inwardly. Wat
are you doi ng? Were are you goi ng? Wiat nakes you think you can do anything? You are dooned! You
are lost. Fool, for thinking you are a match for Lord Nudd and the Coranyid! Gve up, little man

| stopped and stood wondering: should we turn back, or go on? Turning back seened the wi sest thing
to do. We could always return here if the other passage proved to be wong. No one could have cone
this way. Yet.. . and yet..

I could not decide. And | could not bring nyself to take another step one way or the other until I
was certain. Brute stubbornness would not |et nme turn back; indecision would not |et ne proceed.
So | stood rooted with uncertainty, and the hesitation was nore painful to nme than all the wounds
I had endured so far. | sinply could not bring nyself to take another step until | knew beyond al
doubt that we were on the right path. But knowi ng was i npossi bl e.

We nmight have been standing there yet, if Tegid had not roused hinmself and said, "I see |light
ahead. "

I looked and saw that it was so. Wile | had stood frozen in doubt, the tunnel ahead had I|ightened
somewhat. Tegid's |ight-deprived eyes had noticed it first. But, even as | watched, the passageway
Iightened sonme nore. The thin, spidery light was definitely growing brighter

It was dawn in the outside world. W had travel |l ed underground through the night, and now the
passage ahead was becom ng brighter because the sky outside was growing |ight. Had we turned back
we woul d have missed it, and we nmight never have found our way again.

It came to nme then that ny attack of doubt was a trick of Lord Nudd, a subtle attenpt at turning
us aside. But we had not succunbed to his ruse. W now knew t he way before us was the true path,
and, what is nore, that we were very near the end. In all events, we were very near the end of our
strengt h.
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"Courage," | said, nore to nmyself than to Tegid, "it is just a little further."

Ttiat little, however, turned out to be the nmost difficult by far. The al ready narrow passageway
was made nore so by chunks of rock and boul der-sized slabs protruding fromthe walls. W were nade
to go on our stomachs and worm our way under the jutting obstructions; or, faces pressed to the
cold rock slab, clanber |aboriously over, dragging our burdens.

We struggl ed sl owy ahead, keeping our eyes fixed upon the dimlight filtering fitfully down the
shaft. The grayed gl ow neither brightened nor did it fade, but shone steadily, if faintly, from
sonmewher e ahead. On battered knees and bl eedi ng el bows, we advanced. Dogged, determ ned, but never
drawi ng nearer our destination

The buskins on our feet had | ong since beconme soggy scraps of |eather; our clothing hung on us in
shreds; our faces were bathed in a griny mst of sweat and bl ood. And, when ny nuscles no |onger
obeyed, when ny blistered feet refused to shuffle another step further, when the very bones
beneath my flesh cried out for breaking, we came to the end.

The passage terminated in a blank wall. The |light we had seen issued froma vertical shaft.
Snowf | akes sifted down from above, and we could hear the wind's shivering shriek ss it tore itself
agai nst the rocks of the entrance somewhere ugh above. To look at the clinb we nust make was to

| espair. And we were not the only ones whom despair had caught in that desperate place. For, as we
| ay down our bundles of stones and stood for a nonent blinking in the Light, Tegid notioned to a
heap of cloth partially covered in drifted snow.

"Murder has overtaken one of her own,
dead. "

he said, prodding the heap with his toe. "This one is |ong

I joined himas he stooped and rolled the cl oak-w apped body into the light. Tegid pulled away the
stiffened cloth to reveal that the gray, frozen features, eyes wi de and staring, nouth open in an
expression of disbelief, belonged to Ruadh, the prince's bard. | had seen himonly once or twi ce,
but recogni zed hi m nonet hel ess.

"Did he fall?" | wondered, |ooking up into the shaft above. "I think not," Tegid said, lifting the
cl oak. A brown-bl ack ~tain, now hardened, spread across the fornmer bard's chest. 'Woever was with
himlet himlead the way out, and then ~illed himhere to seal the secret."

We knew now who had killed the Phantarch, and we knew tlso that Ruadh had not acted al one. "How
did they know i bout this passage?” | wondered.

"That we will learn when we discover who was with Ruadh." He rose and turned his face to the
openi ng above. 'Cone, we can do nothing nore here and we are needed el sewhere.”

St eppi ng beneath the opening, | cupped my hands and ,oosted Tegid into the shaft. He clinbed,
braci ng his back igainst one side of the shaft and his feet against the other, then hunching
hi nsel f upward until he di sappeared into the ~vhite haze of |ight above.

And then.. . after an eternity, | heard himcall to me from sonewhere above. | roused nyself and
stood. The end of a rope dropped before ny face, and Tegid, his voice faintly echoing, shouted,
"Tie one of the bundles to the rope. | will haul it up."

I watched, as the first bundle swung slowy up. After the longest tinme, Tegid shouted again and
dropped the rope for the second bundle. Wen that had cleared, it was ny turn to clinb. Using a
loop in the rope, |I boosted nyself into the crevice. Then | followed Tegid s exanpl e and hunched
my way up the vertical shaft. Tegid stood waiting to haul me out of the pit. Wereupon we both
col l apsed and lay panting in the deep-drifted snow at the sheltered entrance to the cavern. It was
cold, and the wind sliced at our skin. But, after the noxious darkness and fetid underground air
the crisp cold felt like a blessing. It revived us, and qui ckened us to our purpose.

We had energed froma dry well which had at one tine served the kitchens behind the hall. W could
not see the gate and eastern ranpart fromour position, but we lay for a nonent |istening-above
the wail of the restless wind we heard the hideous cries of the Coranyid and knew that they were
still swarnming outside the walls. W had returned in tine.
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| looked at the tattered bundl es we had, at enornous sacrifice of toil and strength, raised from
the Phantarch's tonmb. In the cold, dimlight of a dark Sollen day those two |unpy bundl es of
stones seened pitifully small, an inpotent weapon to raise against such a fierce and relentl ess
f oe.

Tegid watched ne for a nonent, shivering. Then, placing a heavy hand on ny shoul der, he pushed
himsel f up onto his knees and struggled to his feet. "Come, it is cold out here, and I am
beginning to mss ny cloak."

| stood on stiff legs and forced stiff hands to grasp the knotted end of ny bundle. "Very well," |
sai d, swinging the burden once nore onto nmy back, "let us do what we have cone to do."

It was all | could do to remain upright, and alnost nore than | could do to force ny wooden stunps
to totter forward. | did not think about the cold, or how wetched and exhausted | was, nor what |
would do if ny ridiculous plan failed. Inside the hall, the hearthfire burned bright. |I held this
image in ny mind and drove nyself towards it. The sooner | delivered nyself of ny burden, the
sooner | could sit before Meldryn Maw's fire, and rest... blessed rest. In the end, that was all

| cared about; the thought of a warmcup in ny hand and dry clothing on ny weary |inbs, and rest,
kept ny battered carcass noving.

Step by plodding, weary step we crossed the yard and reached the wall. The warriors on the ranpart
gaped at us strangely. They gazed down upon us with expressions of awe and bew | dernment. No one
said a word.

I thought it odd, and called to themto help us lift our bundles to the ranpart, but no one noved.
"What is wong with then?" | asked Tegid angrily. "Wiy do they stand staring like that? Can they
not hear?"

"They heard you," replied Tegid oddly.
"Well, are they frozen up there then?"
"No," he shook his head slightly, "neither are they frozen."
"What then? Why do they not help us?"

He did not answer. Instead, he shifted the burden on his back and indicated the icy step. "WII
you go first, or shall 1?" he asked.

Up the icy steps we trudged. A condenmed nman ascending to the gallows could not know a steeper or
nmore | abored clinb. Fatigue and | ethargy seened to descend upon ny weary linbs |like |oops of iron
chain. My legs trenbled to support me. My heart |abored in ny chest; my breath burned ny throat.
want ed nothing nore than to rel ease the bundle I bore on ny back-how stupid to be carrying rocks!
Certainly, a nonent's rest would do no harm

Rest.. . rest and sleep..

No. There could be no rest, no sleep, until the work I had come to do was finished. One step at a
tinme, and each step seened to take a lifetinme. Shivering with cold and exhaustion, | placed ny
foot on the next step and heaved nyself up. Ch, but | was tired. So tired..

I glanced towards the ranpart and saw the warriors still frozen in attitudes of amazenent. Wy did
they not help ne? Wiy did they stand | ooking on Iike that? Wuld no one lift a hand to help ne?

Bl ack mi st gathered before ny eyes, stealing the faces fromne. | closed ny eyes and rai sed ny
foot to the next step and m ssed the edge. | toppled forward and struck the step with ny knee. The
bundl e on ny back slipped sideways, alnbst pulling my armfromits socket. Every nerve and si hew
screanmed for me to release the knot | gripped so tightly, tolet it go, let it fall. It was not
worth ny life, after all. My stiff hands woul d not obey, however; dead cold, they held nunbly on.

The pain brought tears, which the wind froze, stinging ny cheeks where they dried.

And, al though ny knees throbbed, at |east the pain drove away the black m st clouding ny senses. |
could see clearly again. Lifting my bundle of stones onto ny back once nore, | raised nyself up
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and took the next step, and the next.

And then | was standing on the rampart, standing clutching my precious bundle, surrounded by
ast oni shed warriors-astoni shed by ny nonunental idiocy, apparently-swaying as the w cked wi nd
raked my ragged clothes, slicing at nmy flesh.

I lurched to the breast of the wall and | owered my burden. Tegid stunbled to a place beside ne and
we | ooked out over the wall to the swarm ng mass of Coranyid bel ow. They were nore vile and

hei nous than | renenbered: great hul ki ng toad-bodied red nonstrosities dwarfing smaller spindle-
shanked skel etal sub-creatures, whole ranks of scaly reptilian fiends and hosts of naked,
squatting hal f-human i nps with exaggerated genitals and shrunken heads, and nore.

| saw the squirning, bloated, m sshapen, nmangl ed bodi es and nocking, |eering faces and | burned
with anger at their profane glee. | fell upon the bundle at ny feet and began tearing at the knot,
suddenly afraid that | had cone too late, that no power on earth could halt the advance of evi
that had been unl eashed agai nst us.

My hands clawed at the knot. It was twisted tight and frozen with the sweat from ny hands and

woul d not give. | whirled in desperation and snatched the spear fromthe hands of the nearest
dunbstruck warrior. | slashed at the cloak with the spear, tearing at the cloth. The rocks spilled
out onto the snow, dull and colorless in the foul light. Their drab appearance nocked ne. Surely,

I was mistaken. Suddenly, ny plan seenmed absurd and pathetic. It could not but fail

| raised ny eyes and found Tegid watching me. He nmistook ny hesitation for deliberation and said,
"Here, brother, allow ne." He reached out and sel ected one of the |arger chunks of rock fromthe
pile. "Begin with this one." Hi s confidence was not abated by the ordeal we had endured. If

anyt hing, his trust was the greater.

| took the stone between his hands, straightened, and turned to the breastwork of the wall. The
wi nd gusted sharp, as if to tear the stone fromny hands. The Coranyid surged |like a w nd-I|ashed
sea around the base of the fortress, screamng, wailing, grasping with their awful hands.
Revul si on and di sgust swept through ne. In one swift notion | raised the stone and sent it
tunbling fromthe wailtop onto the hateful heads of the Denpbn Host bel ow.

| saw it spin as it fell. The denpns scattered and the stone struck the rocky escarpnent bel ow,
shattering on inpact.

Instantly, the air swelled with the sound-that inconparable sound of the hand-struck harp, that
sustaining chord I had heard in the Phantarch's chanber. The extraordi nary sound burst fromthe
stone which had contained it, shattering the air with an explosion of vibrant nusic.

The denon Coranyid scattered. Before they could regroup thenselves, Tegid handed ne anot her stone
and | sent that one sailing down after the first. The second stone struck the rocks bel ow and gave
forth a ringing, jubilant sound which rose up in shinmering waves, spreading fromthe point of
inmpact as if to engulf the world.

Tegid had a third stone ready, while the air still reverberated with the strains. | heaved it over
the wailtop and it struck the ground, splitting into fragments. Each fragment gave forth a
shi mering, silvery note of astounding beauty that echoed in the nountai n peaks round about.

Those standing with us on the wall heard the sound and were transfixed. Fromout of the king's
hai |, kinsmen poured into the yard. They stood in the snow, gazing up at the nountains now
reverberating with strange and exquisite nusic.

| bent down, gathered an arnful of stones and pressed these into the hands of the nearest
stupefied warriors. Tegid did the same, and, at ny signal, we all threw our enchanted stones down
upon the Coranyid. The unl eashed sound burst forth in a thunderous peal of chorused exultation

The denons shrank fromthe sound, withering before it like flesh before red-hot iron. They
squirmed and withed, howing, shrieking, dancing in their tornent, falling over one another in
their haste to escape the assault of the singing stones.

The people in the yard heard the marvel ous sound, and rushed to the wall and clinbed to the
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ranpart to see the terrible Coranyid retreating, shrinking away in agony, their hateful presence
dissolving like a filthy stain before the cleansing water.

Just as the denon throng seened on the point of fuil retreat, a tunult arose anong them and from
out of their teenming mdst appeared an enornous dark-garbed figure, astride a huge aurochs bl ack
as a raven's wing. This chieftain wore a black cloak and carried a black shield; in his right hand
he carried a long, curved tusk-like sword bl ack as polished jet-the Wrms fang. At his throat he
wore a coiled serpent, aliving torc with a shiny black skin and yell ow eyes burning like live
coals. | could not see his face, hidden as it was beneath a war hel mof black. But | did not need
to see his face to know that this was Nudd, Prince of Ufern and Annwn, dread |ord of the Nether
Real ns, who rode on his strange beast to join battle with us. He had cone to stemthe rout of his
denmon war host.

The swan figure of Nudd advanced slowy towards the wall. The Coranyid, halted by the sudden
appearance of their lord, scuttled after him their wails of agony turned to ghastly peals of
denmented delight. They drew closer in a repul sive, gyrating nass.

Qui ckly, Tegid and | passed Song-|aden stones along the wailtop hand to hand-nmen, wonen, and even
the children- until all who had joined us on the wall possessed a stone.

Nudd rai sed the Wnn's fang. The bl ack blade circled in the air. At his command, storm clouds
gat hered. The wi nd

shrieked to gale force, ripping at the stones in our hands, blasting and buffeting all who stood
on the wall. The wind how drowned out everything else. Snow and ice stung our eyes. Sone
col | apsed under the frigid assault of ice and wind; their places were taken by others. The |line
remai ned unbroken

Nudd advanced. The dread form | oonmed larger with every step, growing as he neared. | could not see
the face hi dden beneath the helm but the dark lord's malice stung ne |ike the prick of a knife.
My heart thunped savagely agai nst my ribs.

The enemy was form dabl e beyond reckoni ng, powerful beyond inagining. W could not escape his
wath. He would crush us to dust beneath his feet. Al ready, he was drawing the life from our
hands. My fingers were going nunmb and slack. | could no |onger feel the stone in nmy hands.

Lord Nudd | evel ed the black blade, and his eager mnions leapt to the attack, tearing at the wall
scaling the vertical heights of the stronghold. |I knew that my kinsnen were waiting for ne to give
the command to throw the stones. They were watching ne, waiting for me to lead them But | could
not. Who was | to think I could outwit such a powerful eneny?

I turned away fromtheir expectant faces. | turned away and cl osed ny eyes.
And then | felt the touch of a strong hand on nmine. | opened ny eyes to neet Meldryn Maw's clear,
confident gaze. | do not know when he had appeared, or fromwhere. Wak with hunger and thirst,

gaunt and swayi ng unsteadily on his feet-yet he was there, standing beside nme, steadying ny
trenbling hand. The king did not speak, he would not, but his courage enbol dened ne, bracing ny
faltering bravery as his hand strengthened nine

I turned to see Lord Nudd' s head and shoul ders cresting the level of the walitop. He was inmense
in his vast, swelling hatred. In a noment he would overwhel mus. | |ooked to the king; he inclined
his head, allowing me to give the order

"Now " | cried. And, raising the enchanted stone high above ny head, | hurled it into the dark
lord's face. Wth all my might | threwit.

Chapter 36

The Song
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Al'l along the wall, stones sailed out into the gale. Spinning, tunbling, careening, smashing,
scattering in a thousand sparkling pieces; striking dow through the tenpest to fall upon the
seet hi ng eneny nasses. And from each splinter and fragnent there arose a strain of that matchl ess
nmel ody.

The individual strains twi ned and nel ded, swelling full and fair, and striking deep into the ranks
of the eneny. Lord Nudd raged to hear it; he raised the black Wnn's fang, and the w nd-wai

became a deafening roar. The wind obliterated the wonderful nelody, drowning it beneath its
horrific scream Surely we were undone; nothing, not even the Song of Al bion could survive the
hat e- bl ast of the Lord of Darkness, Death, and Destruction

The wind swirled, seizing the sound and lifting it high, as if to drive it away. But the sound was
not extinguished in the tenpest. It rose and intensified, spreading on the wings of the storm
filling the wi nd-scoured heights with shimering nel ody as the gale gave it strength. And suddenly
the sound began forming itself into words. The life-giving words of the Song of Al bion

dory of sun! Star-blaze in jewel ed heavens!
Li ght of light, a H gh and Holy | and,

Shi ning bright and bl essed of the Many-G fted
A gift forever to the Race of Al bion

Rich with many waters! Blue-welled the deep

Whi te-waved the strand, hallowed the firmanent,
M ghty in the power of the One,

Gentle in the peace of great bl essing;

A weal th of wonders for the Kinsmen of Al bion

Dazzling the matchl ess purity of green!

Fine as the enerald' s excellent fire,

A owing in deep-clefted glens, G eaning on smooth-tilled fields;
A CGenstone of great value for the Sons of Al bion

The Coranyid could not stand agai nst the power of the Song. The sound struck them and they fell
choki ng, retching, gagging and gasping for breath. As the Song coiled around them the denon

war band began to nelt away, seeping back into the ground, dissolving like nud before the driving
rain. The hateful helispawn sank down foot, knee, and thigh, |iquifying, dissipating, dw ndling,
retreating into the cracks opening in the earth to receive them The hard brilliance of the Song
drove them down, raining its glad refrain upon themlike a fall of bright-barbed arrows. They fled
before it, hastening back to the dismal galleries of their underworld hone.

Aboundi ng i n white-crowned peaks, vast beyond neasure, the fastness of bold nountains!
Exal t ed hei ght s-dar k-wooded and Red with runni ng deer

Procl ai m afar the hi gh-vaunted spl endor of Al bion!

Swi ft horses in w de neadows!

Graceful herds on the gol d-fl owered wat er-neads,

Strong hooves drunmi ng, a thunder of praise to the Goodly-W se,

A boon of joy in the heart of Al bion

H gher and hi gher, the Song rose in sweeping arcs into the clouds, piercing the hard Soll en sky.
Sunl i ght bright and dazzling shone forth, scouring the hidden places where the shadows had grown
thi ck, bani shing the darkness. Fair golden |ight touched the Host of the Pit and they screaned in
pain as they ran-hopping like lizards, scrabbling |like beetles, slithering |like vipers-fleeing for
the refuge of their dank, noisome dens.

Meanwhi | e, the soaring Song echoed in the air. All Al bion trenbled with the sound, echoing the

Song from nmountaintop to nountaintop, filling the glens and valleys. Like the waters of a mghty
fl ood bursting through the seawall and inundating the land, |ike fountains of sweet gol den nead
bursting forth froma bottonless vat, like a shining river charged frominfinite springs,

swel I'ing, spreading, overflowi ng its banks, cascading over the |and, sweeping all before it in a
deluge, in torrents of sparkling water. And we cupped our hands and drank as much as we coul d
contain, but the waters-the Song-rushed on undi m ni shed.
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We caught but the smallest fragnent of the whole, yet that little was |life to us. The life-giving
wor ds burned thensel ves into our hearts and into our souls. W wept with joy to hear them

Gol den the grain-hoards of the Great G ver,

Generous the bounty of fair fields:

Redgol d of bright apples, Sweetness of shining honeyconb,

A mracle of plenty for the tribes of Al bion

Silver the net-tribute, teening the treasure of happy waters;
Dappl ed brown the hillsides,

Sl eek herds serving the Lord of the Feast;

A marvel of abundance for the tables of Al bion

Nudd, standing al one am dst the floodtide of his retreating forces, raised his spear and uttered a
great shout of defiance. But the Song, ringing all around him drowned out his shout. |Instead of
the hateful voice of Nudd, we heard the Song.

Wse nen, Bards of Truth, boldly declaring from

Hearts aflane with the Living Wrd;

Keen of know edge,

Cl ear of vision,

A glory of verity for the True Men of Al bion

Bright-kindl ed fromheavenly flames, franed of Love's all-consumng fire,
I gnited of purest passion

Burning in the Creator King's heart,

A spl endor of bliss to illumnate Al bion

The Foul Lord could no | onger stand against the exalted najesty of the Song. Deserted by his

| egi on of the dammed, weakened by the Song's magnificent and mnercil ess onslaught, the Prince of
the Pit, Lord of Corruption, Nudd shrank into hinmself. He bellowed his frustrated rage to the
mount ai nt ops, but the Song covered all, perneated all, saturated all

Nobl e I ords kneeling in rightw se worship,
Undyi ng vows pl edged to everl asting,

Enbrace the breast of nercy,

Et ernal ho~nage to the Chief of chiefs;

Li fe beyond death granted the Children of Al bion
Ki ngshi p wrought of Infinite Virtue,

Qui ck-forged by the Swift Sure Hand,;

Bol d i n Ri ght eousness,

Valiant in Justice,

A sword of honor to defend the O ans of Al bion
Formed of the Nine Sacred El ements,

Framed by the Lord of Love and Light;

G ace of Gace, Truth of Truth,

Sunmmoned in the Day of Strife,

An Aird Righ to reign forever in Al bion

Def eat ed, Lord Nudd foll owed his denon Coi anyid down into the netherworld depths. W watched, as
his black formgrew pale and wi spy, dispersing like a dirty nist before the blazing radi ance of
the sun. The w cked eneny sinply di sappeared before our eyes, fading back into the abyss from
whi ch he had been rel eased. Nudd hinself was the last to go, and he took the Cauldron of Rebirth
with him For, when he had gone, it was nowhere to be seen.

I |1 ooked out on the rocky plateau below. not a single eneny remained. Al had vani shed. Sunli ght
shone gol den all around us; blue sky, dazzling and radiant, glowed through the gaping rents in the
broken clouds. The siege was ended and the battle was over. W were saved.

We stood gazing at one another, and for a noment the world quivered with the after-echo as the
Song of Al bion sped on and on. And then the stillness was shattered by a trenmendous shout.
whirled towards the sound, to see Tegid | eap onto the wall to dance there, arnms upraised, his
cloak flying around him An instant |later, everyone was crying and shouting-tears of gl adness,
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shouts of joy. Others leapt onto the battlenents and joined in the dance. Such delight could not
be contained and the whol e caer rang with the happy sound.

Above the ecstatic tunult, | heard Tegid' s voice, strong and clear, lifted in song. And the song
he was singing was the Song of Al bion. The words poured forth fromhis heart, igniting the hearts
around himlike sparks froma kindling torch. And soon the Song was re-echoing fromthe
nmount ai nt ops round about.

"Listen!" | cried, turning to the king beside ne. "The Song of Al bion is restored!"

But the king did not answer. His head was bent and his eyes were closed; tears ran down his cheeks
and hi s shoul ders heaved with the sobs breaki ng soundl essly fromhis throat. Am dst the great
jubilation of victory, King Meidryn Maw stood and wept.

Chapter 37

The King's Chanpi on

The gates of Findargad were thrown open w de, and everyone-nen and warriors, wonen, and children
dancing in their joy and rapture-streanmed out to prove beyond all doubt that Lord Nudd and the
Denon Host of the Coranyid were gone. The eneny had i ndeed been driven back into the nether realns
of the underworld, |eaving only the filthy snow behind-and that was rapidly nelting under the
bright-kindl ed sun. Gone, too, was the oppressive stink and stench, banished by Gyd's fresh w nds.
The LlIwyddi rushed here and there beneath the wall, and the scattered fragnments of the song-I|aden
stones were gathered by hundreds of eager, happy hands.

Tegid continued to dance along the walltop to where | was standing with the king. "The eneny is
def eated! Your kingdomis free of their defilenent. WII you put aside your geas and speak to your
peopl e now, Great King?" he asked.

But the king raised his tear-stained face, and beckoned his bard close. Tegid inclined his ear to
the king's nouth, whereupon the bard raised his hands and called out to all gathered on the wal
and below it. "People of Prydaini" he cried. "Hear the words of your king: This day is our eneny

defeated. This night we will celebrate the victory in the king's hail. Three days we wll feast
and take our rest; but, on the fourth day, we will leave this place and return to our homes in the
| oW ands. "

Then the king left the wall and returned to his chanbers. | watched as he wal ked al one across the
yard. Prince Meidron and Pal adyr approached himas he neared the entrance to the hail. The king
stopped and turned stiffly to neet them The three stood together for a nonent. | could not hear
what was said, but | saw Prince Meidron nmake a quick, violent gesture towards the open gate. The
king stared at his son for a nonent, then turned away wi thout reply and proceeded to the hail. The

prince and Pal adyr then hastened away; they passed fromny sight beneath the wall and | did not
see them any nore.

The preparations for the feast continued all through the day. The sun renained bright and the

cl ouds di sappeared, and we began to believe that Gyd, the fairest of seasons, had at |ast returned
to Prydain. After bleak Sollen's endl ess reign, we had feared the world woul d never nore enjoy the
bounty of the sun. Accordingly, we revelled in the warnmth as we went about our chores.

| searched for Sinobn-Siawn Hy-both inside and outside the wall, but could not find himin the
general bustle to nmake ready the celebration. Al too soon the sunlight faded to dusk, and the
chill of night returned. It was with great reluctance that we kindled the torches in Findargad' s
hai | at dusk, even though it neant that the feast could begin. As | stood in the throng outside
the hail, waiting to enter, | thought | saw Siawn standi ng anong the warriors of the prince's WlIf
Pack. But, by the time | had worked ny way over to the place, they had gone inside and | lost him
agai n.

Sweet nmead shone rich and golden in the countless cups that circled the king's hail. The
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hearthfire | eapt high and the torches and rushlights burned bright, and we drank to victory and
t he vanqui shing of foes, in the shimmering firelight. Everyone-warriors and nen, maidens and

wi ves, children and babes-everyone joined in the celebration. W ate and drank and sang. How we
sang! The night was transformed into a beautiful praise song, a glittering gem of gladness and
thanksgiving to the Swift Sure Hand for our deliverance.

And when we had eaten and drunk enough to nake us nerry, and sung the songs of |iberation, Tegid

called for the king's throne to be brought into the hail. A nunber of warriors hastened to the
king's chanber, took up the throne and carried it on their shoulders into the ball. Whereupon the
king, looking nore |ike the Meldryn Maw | had first encountered-all glittering and golden in his
frmery-with little evidence of his recent illness, took his place at the head of his hail, and,

with wide sweeps of his arms, notioned for all the people to gather and draw near.

Because of his vow, the king did not speak outright, but directed the gathering through the voice
of his bard. Tegid relayed the king's words, saying, "Tonight, while the light of Iife burns in
us, it is right to sing and dance our delight in the victory we have been granted. But |et us
pause to remenber our kinsnen who lost their lives to Nudd."

At this, Tegid began to sing a |lanment for the dead. It was a well-known | anent, and he was not
nmore than a few words into the song when everyone in the hall joined in. | did not know the song
but it was beautiful as it was sorrowful, and heartbreakingly sad. | could not have sung; just to
hear it, my eyes filled with tears and ny throat swelled so that | could hardly breathe.

O hers wept too, their eyes shining with tears in the torchlight as they sang. Wen the song was
fmshed, silence filled the hail. The last notes lingered long in the enpty places. After a tineg,
the king | eaned again to his Chief of Song, and Tegid said, "W have renenbered the honorabl e dead
as it is right to do. Now, let us pay honage to the living who have earned the hero's portion with
their feats of courage and valor."

To ny amazenent, the first name called was my own. "Llyd, conme to the throne."

A way opened before ne through the crowd, and | stepped forward hesitantly. | was aware, once
again, of the stares ny appearance provoked, and the hushed exdanmati ons of astoni shnment. But why?
Had | changed so nuch? The king beckoned nme to stand before him whereupon he renmoved a gold ring
fromhis frger and held it out to ne. | reached out to take it and he grasped ne by the wist, and
turned me to face the crowd.

"You, above all nmen, are to be honored this night," Tegid said, speaking loudly so that he could
be heard by all. "At great danger and sacrifice, you brought the enchanted stones fromtheir
hi di ng pl ace and conceived the plan by which they night be used to defeat our enenmy. Wthout the
stones we coul d never have prevail ed agai nst Nudd and his denon brood of Coranyid. Therefore,
receive the gratitude of your king."

The Geat King stood and, still holding my wist, raised my hand hi gh before the cl ose-gathered
throng. Taking the ring, he slipped it onto nmy finger. | saw torchlight glinting in a thousand
wat chi ng eyes and heard the undercurrent of amazenment buzzing through the ball. Again | felt the

eeri e and unaccount abl e sensati on that people were awed by ny appearance.

I had no tine to wonder over this. Tegid lifted his hands, palns outward in decl amation, and

| oudly proclainmed, "Let it be known that your king has set a high value upon your skill and
courage. Fromthis night you are chanpion to the king. In recognition of this honor, henceforth
are you named Llew. Let all nen greet you thus fromthis tine forth: Hail, Llew, Chanpion to the
Ki ng!"

"Liew Llew" the people cried in fervent reply. Indeed, they seened eager to respond. "Hail,

LI ew King's Chanpion!" Their voices filled the hail fromhearthstone to rooftree, and | trenbl ed
i nside nyself: Llew, the nane of Al bion's savior, was now nmy nane. Wiat the Banflith had predicted
was com ng to pass.

Had | known what Tegi d was contenpl ating, | woul dhave prevented himand |I was not the only one.
For, as | took ny place at the king's right hand, | chanced to see Pal adyr standing al oof, clearly
furious at the staggering insult that had been paid him Nor did | blane him For Pal adyr had been
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deposed as chanpi on without being given the chance to defend his exalted position; he was
di sgraced before his kinsmen and swordbrothers. A greater huniliation could not have been
contrived for him

O her gifts were given out-brooches and genstones and arnbands of silver and gold. O her names
were | auded, other deeds acclained. | sawlittle of it, and heard less. My m nd whirl ed,
desperately trying to discover a way to di ssuade Pal adyr from challenging ne to single conbat in
an attenpt at reclaimng his position. He woul d nove heaven and earth to restore his honor-it was
worth his life and nore. A warrior wthout honor suffered shame worse than death. |ndeed,
entertained no hope at all that he would ignore the slight: his pride was greater than the king's,
and Meldryn Maw's held all Albion in its sway.

So | stood beside the king-in Paladyr's place-frantically searching for a way to disentangle
myself fromthis grim and likely fatal, predicanment. | |ooked over the throng in the ball, hoping
to catch fresh sight of the king's fornmer chanpion; but | could not see him Still, | inmagined
could feel his seething wath-1ike a bonfire fanned by a gale, burning wild, out of control

Wien the last warrior had been sumoned and the |ast gift given, King Meldryn ordered the
celebration to continue. The instant | saw ny chance, | grabbed Tegid by the arm "Wy have you
done this to nme?"

"I did nothing," he told ne flatly. "It is the king's privilege to choose a new chanpion and to
nane him He has done so. And | find no fault in the choice."

"Pal adyr will kill nme! He will have ny head on his spear. You nust speak to the king."
"This is a suprenme honor. It is your right; you have earned it."

"I do not want it! Take it back!"

Tegid nade a sour face. "I do not understand you, Liew"

"I amnot Llem" | gromed. "I want no part of it! Do you understand?"

"It is too late," he said glanci ng away.

" \Nhy 2"

"Pal adyr-he is comng."

Striding toward us through the slowy dispersing crowd cane Pal adyr. He wore no expression, but
his eyes were alive with anger. | braced nyself and turned to neet him He stopped before ne,

gl owering. Before | could open ny nouth to offer a word of conciliation, he placed a hand to ny
chest and shoved me aside. The people saw this and halted where they stood; no one noved, no one
breathed. The hail grew instantly silent.

Pal adyr continued to the foot of the king's throne and threw hinself down before it. Midryn Maw
gazed upon the prostrate man inpassively. Tegid hurried to the king's side, and, after a quick
consul tation, said, "Wat do you seek by com ng before your king in this way?"

The former chanpion renmi ned face down before the throne; not a nuscle tw tched. The king
whi spered to Tegid, who nodded and addressed the prostrate warrior. "Rise, Paladyr," the bard
said. "If you have sonething to say, stand on your feet and speak it out."

At this, Paladyr rose to stand before the king. He appeared hunmble, but not altogether huniliated,
as he stretched forth his enpty hands to the king. "Wat wong do you lay on ny head that | should
be thrust aside in this way?"

"Do you suggest that your king has treated you unfairly?" Tegid asked.
"l denmand to know why | have been cast aside,” he replied sullenly.

"I't is not your place to demand, Pal adyr," the bard observed. "It is your place to obey.
Nevert hel ess, the king is mindful of your |oyal service, and for this reason he will answer you."
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"Answer, then," Pal adyr said, barely containing hinself. "But | would hear it fromthe king's
nmout h-not yours, bard."

Meidryn Mawr inclined his head towards Tegid, who bent to hear him then straightened and said,
"By reason of the king' s geas, this cannot be. But hear the king's word and receive it, if you

will. Thus says your king: those who serve nme nust renmain true to me, and to ne alone. You
Pal adyr, were first in loyalty. So long as your fealty remained true, you were chanpion to the
king. But you put your |oyalty aside when you chose to follow Prince Meldron. Therefore, | have

put you aside." Tegid paused. "Your king has spoken."

These words seened to have great effect on the man. Instantly, he appeared hunble and contrite.
"This rebuke is hard, 0 King," he said. "But | accept your judgnment; only allow nme to swear again
the oath of fealty, and pledge again ny loyalty."

King Meidryn nodded slowy, and Pal adyr stepped forward, his head low, his arms |linp. He sank to
his knees before the throne and fell upon the king in a great show of repentance and renorse. He
pl aced his head agai nst the king's chest, and cried out in a |l oud voice, "Forgive ne, 0 King!"

Mel dryn Maw rai sed his hand and seened about to speak. But the hand faltered and fell away; the
king closed his nouth and bowed his head over his once-esteened chanpion. It was a nost affecting
di spl ay, touching all who | ooked on

After a nmonent, Tegid said, "Paladyr, speak again the oath of fealty.
words which the former chanpion was to say.

And he began to recite the

But Pal adyr did not answer. He did not even wait for Tegid to finish. Instead, he rose to his
feet, stood over the king for a nonent, and then turned his back on the throne. Al eyes watched
himas the former chanpion hastened fromthe hall

The chorus of nurmured astoni shment which foll owed Pal adyr's baffling behavior quickly turned to
cries of shock and disbhelief when sonmeone shouted, "Miurder! The king is slain!"

The words were sharp as knives. Like everyone else, | had been watching Paladyr. At the first cry
of murder, | whirled back to see Meidryn Mawr still sitting on his throne, head bowed forward,
hands in his |ap. He appeared in the sane attitude as a nmonent before. He had not noved.

And then | saw it: Paladyr's knife jutting out of the middle of Meidryn's chest, just below the
breast bone. Bl ood, spreading in a brilliant crimson bloom seeped slowy fromthe wound. The ki ng
was dead.

For the space of three heartbeats, the hail held its breath in a horrified hush. Then everything
happened at once.

Tegid shouted, "Stop hinm Seize him"
The crowd surged towards the throne. Soneone screaned.

In the crush, | fought to join Tegid. Mre screans. Cries of outrage. Panic. The door to the hail
sl ammed shut. The sound echoed |ike thunder. Warriors shouted confused orders. The air shinmered
with the ring of drawn weapons.

Prince Meldron materialized from nowhere, holding up his hands and | oudly proclaimng, "Peace!
Peace! Do not be afraid! | amhere! Your king is here!"

And there was Siawn Hy-standi ng besi de the prince, brandishing an upraised sword, as if he would
protect his lord fromattack. Attack from whon? | wondered.

Fortunately, the sight of Meldron in control bad a reassuring effect. The panic and confusion
subsi ded at once.

"Wl f Pack!" Meidron called, and the warriors of his elite warband pushed through the crowd at the
foot of the throne.
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"Ride after Paladyr. Hunt himdown and bring hi mback
But bring himto nme alive. Do you hear? He is not to be harned!"

The warriors, all except Siawn who stayed by the prince, pledged thenselves to the task and
hurri ed away. The prince turned to Tegid who was bendi ng over the king's body. "He is dead?" the
prince said, less a question than a statenent of an obvious fact.

The bard straightened; his face, drained of color, appeared ashen and grim and his voice trenbl ed-
but whether with sorrow or anger, or sone other enotion, | could not tell

"The knife pierced his heart," Tegid intoned. "The king is dead." To nme, he said, "Gather sone
men. W will nove the king to his chanber."

Three warriors joined us and we carefully raised the body and bore it up between us. W carried
the king to his chanber and laid himin his sleeping place. Tegid renmoved his cloak and spread it
over the king; he then dism ssed the warriors and commanded themto guard the door

I looked at Tegid standing over the body, chin in hand, deep in thought. | hardly knew what to say
or think. It seemed so unreal, so dreamike. Yet there lay Meldryn Maw ... dead. And, as his
chanmpion, it was nmy duty to protect him

"Tegid-1... | amsorry," | stammered, conming to stand beside him
"Did you know what was in Paladyr's heart?" he asked coldly.
"Well. . . no, I-"

"Coul d you have prevented it?"

"No. But I-"

"Then you have no cause to reproach yourself.'
"Neither do |I reproach you."

Though his voice was soft, his tone was adanmant.

"But | was his chanmpion!" | insisted. "I stood by while Paladyr killed him | did nothing. I-I
shoul d have.., done sonething. | should have protected him"

The bard stooped to snooth the cl oak over the corpse. He straightened abruptly and took hold of ny
arm "Hear nme now, Llew, " he said quietly, but firmly. "The king's life belongs to his people. If
one of his own determines to take that life by treachery, no force on earth can prevent it."

Tegi d spoke a hard, hard truth. | understood him but it would be a long tinme before | could
accept it.

"What are we to do now?"

The bard turned once nore to the king. "The body nust be prepared for burial. Once we have
observed the death rites, a new king wilibe chosen."

"Prince Meidron said-"

"Prince Meidron has overreached hinsel f,’
of the bards."

Tegid replied coldly. "Meldron must subnit to the will

In Al bion the Derwyddi chose the king, and the kingship did not routinely pass fromfather to son.
Rat her, any worthy nenber of the clan could becone king if the bard chose him They val ued the

ki ngship much nore highly than to hand it down |i ke a used garnent. Instead, the king was chosen
fromanong the best nen in the clan

"I see," | told him "But you are the only bard | eft anbng the Liwyddi-the only bard left in
Al bion, for all we know. "

"Then | alone will choose." He offered a bleak snile, and added, "I hold the kingship now,
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brother. | bestowit where | wll."

Chapter 38

The Jour ney Hone

The body of the Great King lay in Findargad for three days, as the days of feasting turned instead
to mourning. During that time, Tegid prepared the body for its eventual burial and directed
preparations for the journey honme to Sycharth. The king would not be buried in the nmountain
fortress, but would be laid to rest in the Vale of Mddornn, in the gravenound of the Liwdd

ki ngs. The body was washed and clothed in his finest garnents. His sword and spear were burni shed
bright; his shield was painted fresh, the circul ar bosses polished so that they shone |ike suns.

On the fourth day, the corpse was carried fromthe king' s chanber and placed on a wagon piled high
with furs. Then, when all who had survived Lord Nudd's onsl aught had assenbled in the yard, Tegid
| ed the wagon out through the ~ates and we began the long journey hone. Six warriors wal ked on
either side of the funeral wagon carrying spears. Prince Ml dron rode behind the wagon, dour and
mournful, snd all the rest of the LIwddi followed after

Thus we left Findargad. At Tegid' s behest, | walked at the head of the horse, opposite him The
first day we did not speak at all. Tegid, eyes fixed on the trail ahead, stunped along lost in
thought, his brow creased in a reflective frowm. | do not know what occupied him and he did not
say.

In the days that foll owed, however, he began to share the substance of his rum nations with ne.
Sol et and sonber, his nusings formed a bl eak assessnent of the future he saw stretching before
us: the future described in the Banfaith's terrible prophecy.

"The Golden King in his kingdomw ||l strike his foot against the Rock of Contention. The Wrm of
fiery breath will claimthe throne of Prydain," he said gloonmly. W were standi ng beside a
mountain stream waiting for the retinue to cross so that we could continue. "Look at them" he
indicated the long Iines of people splashing through the water, "they are lost and do not know it.
There is no one to lead them A people without a king are worse than sheep without a shepherd."

"They have Prince Meldron,” | pointed out. The prince sat his horse in the center of the stream
whil e the people crossed before him It was as if he were i ndeed watching over his flock. Siawn,
noti ced, stood nearby, |leaning on his spear. In the | ast days he had never been out of the
prince's sight, so | had not been able to speak to him al one.

Tegid cast ne a sidelong glance, his nouth twisted in a bitter grimce. "Prince Meidron will never
sit his father's throne."

| asked hi mwhat he nmeant, but he gave ne to know that it was not sonething he cared to voice
al oud at the nonent. And he warned ne: "Speak of this to no one."

| considered this to be the end of the matter, until a little while later, when we were on the
trail once nore. "The king will be buried properly."” The bard spoke so softly, | thought he was
speaking to hinmself. "I may not be able to prevent what is to conme, but at least | will see ny
king laid in his tonb in a rightwi se manner. W are not sunk so low that the ancient rites are to
be abandoned. "

"Tegid, tell nme. What do you think is going to happen?"
He rai sed his head, gazing into the cloud-w apped di stance. "That you already know, " he replied.
"I'f I knew, | would not ask." | was growing tired of his evasive nanner.

"You know, " he repeated, and added, al nost as a chall enge, "Liew would know "
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Before | could wheedl e any nore out of him we were halted by the return of the Wl f Pack. The
warriors under Prince Meidron's conmand had ridden hard and travelled far by the | ook of them
Their clothing was dirty, and their horses were | athered and nmuddy. The prince saw t hem
approaching, left his place behind the funeral wagon, and rode ahead to neet them

"I wonder what they found," | remarked, watching the prince and his warriors conferring a little
way ahead of us in the trail

"Why do you wonder?" Tegid asked tartly. "Are you blind?"

"l suppose | nust be," | snapped.

"Open your eyes! Miust | describe what is before your very nose?"

"The Wl f Pack has returned,”" | said in exasperation. "The prince is talking to them"
"I's Pal adyr with thenP" Tegi d asked snidely.

"No-no, he is not."

Vel | 2"

"Well, they did not find him Paladyr nust have escaped."”

"Pal adyr escaped." Tegid rolled his eyes. "These nen can track a boar through the depths of the
dar kest wood. They can run a deer until it drops from exhaustion. They can follow an eagle in
flight and find its eyrie. Howis it, then, that Paladyr has escaped?"

"They | et him go? But why would they do that?"

"Wy i ndeed?"
That was all | got out of himbefore the prince turned his horse and trotted back to his place
behind the funeral wagon and the cortege continued on its long, difficult way. | sifted Tegid's

insinuations carefully in nmy mind as we travell ed, weighing each word before adding it to the
ot hers.

Clearly, he was preoccupied with the Banflith's prophecy, and he was determned to see it
fulfilled through nme. That was unsettling enough, but even nore alarmng was his intimation that
Prince Meidron had caused his father's death. Because if Meldron was involved, Sinon surely was as
well. The two were rarely apart! It was unlikely the prince could plan sonething so treacherous,
and so devastating, w thout Sinmon knowi ng about it. Perhaps Sinmon had participated.. . perhaps he
had done nore than that.

The thought chilled ne to the marrow. What had Si non done?

| pondered this, turning it over in nmy mind for a long tinme. But the day was bright and good, and
the sun warm where it touched the skin. Despite ny apprehension, | was slowy drawn once nore to
the clear vistas before ne. The snow still |ay deep on the nountainsides, and the trail was nostly
snowcovered. It had begun to nelt, however; brown and gray stone poked through the white, and
occasionally even sone green could be seen

As if to soothe the Sollen-ravaged | and, Gyd was quickly reasserting its gentle claim The streans
and freshets ran with nelting snow, and water dripped fromevery rock. The sky renmained cl ear for

the nost part, and the sun warm The nights were chill and the ground wet, but we built the fires

hi gh and sl ept on ox skins. A conplenment of warriors stood watch over the king's corpse, taking it
in turn through the night.

On the night | took ny turn with the first watch, it chanced that Sinon was also in the group.
wai ted until our replacenments came to relieve us, and then went to him It was the first
opportunity | had had to speak to himprivately in a very long tine.

"Siawn," | said, using the nane he preferred. | touched himon the arm
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He whirled around, his fists ready, his face hard in the light of a rising noon. H's eyes pl ayed
over my face, but he betrayed no sign of recognition. Neither was he awed by my presence, as so
many seenmed to be. "Llew," he said, and his lips formed a sneer. "Wiat does the mghty Liew want
with ne?"

H s sneer angered nme. "I want to talk to you," | replied. He turned away, but | followed, falling
into step with him

"Si mon, what is happeni ng? What are you invol ved in?"
He swung towards ne, angry once nore. "I am Siawn Hy!"
"Siawn," | said quickly, "what do you know of Pal adyr?"

At mention of the fugitive's nane, his eyes narrowed. "Nothing," he said, his voice bristling with
nmenace. He made to turn away again, but | caught himby the armand held himfast.

"I amnot finished,” | told him

"I have nothing to say to you," he spat. "Go your way, Llew." He put his hand to ny wist and
removed my hand. Keen, virulent hatred flared in his eyes. Anger flowed fromhimin waves. He
st epped sl ow y away.

"Wait!" | said, desperate to hold him "Siawn, wait, | want Lo join you."
He halted, rigid. "Join us? Wat do you nean?"

"You know what | mean," | told him and, though ny heart raced, | heard ny voice cool and
insinuating. "Do you think I amstupid? | can see what is happening. | want to join you."

Suspi ci ous, he glared at me, trying to discern the intent behind ny words. "The prince listens to
you," | persisted. "I have seen the way he depends on you, Siawn. He woul d be nothing wthout
you. "

He stiffened, and | thought he would turn away. But he was intrigued. "Speak plainly," he said. "I
am|listening.”

"Mel dron wants to be king," |I said. "I can help."
" How?"

"Tegid will not allowit. He will prevent it."

"Tegid is not inportant. If he stands in our way, we will kill him"

"No," | said, "you need himalive."

"Bards!" The word was a curse on his lips. "Meidron would be king nowif not for the meddling of
bards. Things will change when Ml dron takes the throne."

"The people would rebel,"” | pointed out. "They would never support a king who killed their bard.
But there is an easier way. If Tegid were seen to deliver the kingship to Meidron outright, the
peopl e woul d not question it."

"You coul d do this?"

"I could help. |I have Tegid's trust; he tells me things. | could help you a great deal,"” | said.
"But | want something in return.”

Si mon understood that. "Wat do you want ?"

"I want a place with Meidron when he is king," | said sinmply. "I want to join the Wl f Pack."
"It is true the prince listens to ne," he said, for he could not help boasting. "I wll speak 10
himfor you. | will tell the prince of your interest." He lowered his voice. "It may be that
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Mel dron will require some assurance of your loyalty."
"What m ght that be?"

He thought for a nonent, eyes sly and glinting in the noonlight. "Find out what Tegid plans to do
when we reach Sycharth.”

"That will take tine," | lied. "I will have to coax himwi thout raising suspicion."
"I't should not be difficult for mghty Liew " The sneer of contenpt was back in his voice.
"Very well, | will doit."

Si mon reached out and gripped ne by the shoulder. My flesh crawl ed under his touch. "Cood," he
said. "The prince will be pleased."”

He Iifted his chin arrogantly, arid then turned away. | peered through the darkness at his
di sappearing form he swaggered as he wal ked.

The next norning, as we reaiied ourselves for the day's narch, | went to Tegid and asked him
"When is Beltain?"

The bard thought for a nonmefit-as well he mght, for the unnaturally Iong Sollen had played havoc

with the regul ar observances of sun and season. "It is. . . ," he paused again, rethinking his
calculations, "-the third dawn fromthis one."

"We will not reach Sycharth la tinme," | reflected.

"No," Tegid agreed, "we will lot reach the caer in tinme for Beltain."

"Where will we hold the cel ebration?”

"At one of the sacred places along the trail,"” he replied, "and there are several. There is ~
mound and standi ng stone near here. W should reach it th~ day after tonorrow. That will serve.”

Yes, | thought, that will serve. For the next two days, | watched the prince and his coteiie
cl osel y-and knew that | was being watched in turn. In thc early evening of the second day as we
set about making cinp for the night, Sinon approached me while | watered tie horses.

"What do you have for nme?" ic was too eager. Anmbition burned bright in the prince and his hanpion
I knew | had them

"Not here! Tegid is suspicious. He nust not see us together," | said harshly, glancing nervously
over my shoulder. "There is a nmound and standi ng stone just ahead of us on the trail. W will pass
by it tonorrow. Meet ne there at dawn."

He was accustoned to such secrecy, and accepted it w thout protest. "Dawn, then," he agreed. "At
t he standing stone."

"And cone alone,"” | warned. "The fewer people who know about this the better."
"Do not give me orders!" he grow ed.

We parted then, and | wal ked back to nmy place at Tegid's canmpfire. W ate our neager neal in
silence and unroll ed our oxhides upon the danp ground when we finished. | was unsettled in my mnd
and in ny heart, but Tegid seemed not to notice; no doubt he had nore than enough on his mnd

That night, well before dawn, | rose froman uneasy sleep, took up ny spear, pulled ny cloak
around ne, and crept away. | stayed well away fromthe other canpfires, skirting the sleeping

pl aces of the prince and his warriors until | struck the trail once again. Wth a setting noon to
gui de me, | hastened along the path. | dared not think about what |ay ahead, nor what | rnust do.

| followed the twi sting path, dodgi ng | ow hangi ng branches and the dark boles of trees. As | nmde
my solitary way through the forest, | began to fear that Sinmon would not come al one, that he would
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bring the prince with him If he did, ny plan would fail. Eventually | cane within sight of the
meeting place. As the sun lightened the east, | wal ked inpatiently around the |arge, grassy nound
with its slender finger of standing stone jutting fromthe top. Now | began to worry that Sinopn
woul d not cone at all.

He did not disappoint ne. Sinobn's anbition was great enough to ensure that he would do exactly as

I said. | saw hi mapproaching through the dimpredawn |ight and forced nyself to draw t hree deep,
steadying breaths. | raised ny spear in greeting.
He smiled his sly, superior smle when he saw nme. "Well, | am here. What do you have for ne?"

"Have you spoken to the prince?"

"l have," he replied, striding confidently nearer. "He will show his gratitude when the tine
cones. You will see.”

"Good." | glanced quickly skyward. It was the tine-between-tinmes. "Walk with nme," | said.

I could see Sinobn thought this an odd request, but he obeyed. "This has not been easy," | began
slow y, moving around the base of the mound. "Tegid can be very difficult, as you know. He is not
one to openly discuss what he is thinking. He is a bard-you know how they are."

He made a derisive sound lowin his throat. "Go on," he said.

"l just wanted you to know that it has not been easy to get information fromhim There were
certain difficulties."

"I told you Meidron stands ready to give you the reward you deserve,'
suspi ci ous. "Wat el se do you want ?"

Si non sai d, suddenly

"W will cone back to that. Now listen, this is what | found out: as soon as we reach Sycharth,
Tegid is going to sunmon a gathering of bards to help himdecide what to do."

"Why? Does he not know what to do?" He halted, his brow | owering skeptically.

"You do not understand,” | said bluntly. | kept wal king; Sinon followed, and we conpl eted the
first circuit around the nound. "Meidryn Maw nust be buried first. It takes tine to choose a new
ki ng. "

"How ruch time?"
"That is not inmportant.” | kept wal ki ng.
"How nuch tinme?" Sinon denanded.

"Twenty days at least," | said, choosing a nunber fromthin air. "Once the bards have assenbl ed-
and we do not even know how many are left-there are preparations to be nmade, rituals and
cerenoni es that nust be perforned.”

"We know all this,"” Sinmon replied in a clunsy attenpt to bully nme. "Wat else?"

| stopped and turned to him gripping ny spear tight between ny hands. "If you know so nuch,"
grow ed, "why accept ny help at all? Do you want to |l earn what | found out, or not?"

"I amhere," he replied tersely. "I amlistening."

| started wal king once nore, feigning a sullen silence. The ruse worked. He followed. "Wat el se
did you learn?" he asked in a nmollifying tone.

"Well," | replied slowy, "I think that Tegid will wait until all the bards have assenbl ed, and
then he will delay the choosing."

"Del ay? Why woul d he del ay choosi ng?"

"There is an ancient law," | answered, drawi ng out ny words, "which allows the bard to gather all
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the men of the dan to a hosting for the kingship."

"What manner of hosting?" This intrigued Sinon, as | knew it woul d.

"That is for the bards to decide," | bluffed, conpleting the second sunwi se circuit of the nmound
and beginning the third. "Usually, there are numerous nmartial contests-trials of strength, skil
at arms, horsei nanshi p-and tests of courage, and mental agility." | paused to |let these words sink

in, and then said, "The king will be chosen from anong those who fare best in the conpetitions,”
told him "not just the princes and chieftains.”

Sinon bristled. 'Wiy should a new rul er be so chosen when there is an heir with royal blood, one
who is prepared to take the crown that is his by right?" He set his jaw in defiance of ny words,
and | knew | had read himright. | knew what he had done, and | could guess how he had done it

Sinon had inflamed Prince Meldron's ambition with talk of birthright succession: kingship passing
fromfather to son, through bl oodlines rather than through the nmerit of the individual. Sinon,
whose entire life was a testament to unnerited privilege, would chanpion the idea. And he woul d
have no trouble at all convincing the weak and greedy prince that he was entitled to his father's
t hr one.

Yet this is not the way of Al bion: kings are chosen from anong the clan's best nmen; and the bards,
who retain the power to confer sovereignty, do the choosing.

Had he won over Prince Meidron with his easy talk of a kingship that could be gai ned wi thout
merit, without the bl essing of the bard? A kingship that cane through the blood of birth, not the
bl ood of sacrifice?

| did not know who killed the Phantarch; indeed, | could not guess how he had even been found. But
I was absolutely certain of one fact: Sinon, who had forced his way into this world, had brought
with himalien and deadly ideas. Hi s heresies had caused the deaths of Alathir, the Phantarch
the king, and countless thousands who had been destroyed by Nudd and his hordes. He had blithely
and sel fishly sought to take what could not be his, to create an order that would serve his
selfish interest.

He knew and cared nothing about true kingship. He knew nothing of the Song, or the Cythrawl. O of
the host of powers and forces | oosed by his words of treachery-even now He cared only for

himsel f. His greed had al nost destroyed Al bion, and it had to be stopped. It was time for Sinon to
| eave.

W wal ked a bit further, conpleting our third sunwise circuit of the nound. The sky lightened to
sunrise, glowing softly pink. He was silent for some monments, thinking through what | told him
"Tegid's hosting," he said at last, "when will it begin?"

"I't must take place in the space between one new noon and the next, sonetinme after Beltain and
before Samhain,” | told hun

"Beltain is soon," Sinobn observed.

"It is," I confirmed. "Very soon."

| stepped quickly to one side, levelling ny spear upon Sinon in the same swift notion. He gl anced
at the blade and made to push it aside. "Stand easy," | told him "It is over, Sinobn. You are
goi ng back."

"Gong back?" He wondered in genui ne bew | dernent.

"Hone, Sinon. You do not belong here. This is not your world. You have done great harm here, and
it has to stop." He drew breath to protest, but | did not | et himspeak. "Turn around,"” | ordered,
nmoti oning toward the nound with the tip of the spear

"You would not dare hurt ne," he scoffed, throwi ng back his cloak and reaching for his sword. Wth
a quick flick of the spear, | nicked his upper arm He |ooked at the blood welling fromthe
scratch and becane angry. "You will die for that!"
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“Turn around, Sinon," | conmanded.

Sinon gl ared and hesitated. "You want it for yourself! You think yourself a king."
"Move!" | jabbed at himwith the spear and stepped cl oser

"l amright behind you."

"You will regret this," he spat with cool nenace. "I promise you will die regretting this."

"I will take that chance," | said, stepping near and pressing the sharp blade of ny spear into his
ribs. "But you are going back where you bel ong. Now nove!"

He turned and stepped stiffly to the dark cave-like entrance yawni ng open at the base of the
mound. Wth a | ast nurderous | ook at nme, he bent his head and entered.

| did not spare a noment cel ebrating nmy success. The Ot herworld portal would not remain open | ong.

Sinmon was right, | was already regretting what | had done-but not for the reason he suggested.

gl anced around fair Al bion one last tinme, and realized how nuch | had conme to love it, how nuch I
would miss it all. Sadly, and with extreme reluctance, | |eaned ny spear against the nound. Then
breathing a silent farewell, | bent my head and stepped into the dark entrance.

Chapter 39

The Return

The interior of the nobund was dark as a wonb, and suffocatingly close. | could not see Sinobn, nor

could I hear himor sense his presence. He had already crossed over. Fearing the portal would
close at any nonent, and that | would mss ny chance to return-and, having missed it, that | would
not be able to make nyself go through with it the next tine-1 took a deep breath and stepped into
the Fiowing void that separates the two worl ds.

Awld blast of wind tore at me, and | teetered upon that narrow span-the sword bridge. | flung
out ny arns for balance, and slid ny foot forward over the bl ade's edge, ignoring the wind s heart-
tearing scream and the dizzying sensation of bal ancing above an infinite and invisible void.

The sword-bl ade bridge beneath me bit into the soles of ny feet as | slid themcarefully al ong.

The nmerciless wind ripped at me fromevery direction. | fought to breathe, fought against the
paralyzing fear swinming at me out of the wind-blasted darkness. Gathering the |ast of ny quickly-
failing nerve, | took two nore sliding steps along the sword bridge.

It felt as if ny clothing was being rent to shreds and stripped fromny body, as if nmy flesh was
being pared to the bone by the searing wind. Courage, | told nyself, it is soon over.

| took another step.

My foot trod enpty space and | fell.., weightless, stomach-w enching, plunging into endless night,
my lower lip clanped between ny teeth to keep fromscreaming... falling through tine and space,
spi nning through multilayered realns of possibility, through Earth ages that never were and
potential futures that never would be, plunging through that unspeakably rich, elenmental reservoir
of the transcendent universe. | fell, landing hard on ny left side. | lay on the packed dirt floor
for a noment-until nmy head stopped spinning-and then opened ny eyes on a dim gray |inmestone
interior.

| flexed my arns and | egs experinmentally, but detected no broken bones. | raised nyself up slowy
and clinbed to ny feet. Athin, cold |ight entered the hive-shaped interior of the cairn. Sinon
was nowhere to be seen. Stepping to the |Iow entrance, | gripped the cold stones at the edge of the

hol e and pull ed nyself out into the manifest world once nore.
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It was a winter dawn, and freezing. The sun was new risen in the east. A grainy pall of snow
covered the ground. The sky through the trees above the gl en showed ashen and pale. | energed from
the cairn into a world i measurably forlorn and futile. My first thought was that | had cone to
the wong place, that | had crossed over into a shadowl and, a slight, sickly reflection of the
world | had left behind. But then | sawit... the canvas tent of the Society of Metaphysica

Ar chaeol ogi st s.

And there, sitting on a canp stool drinking steamng coffee over a small fire before the tent was
a man | recogni zed-in the way one recogni zes someone froma dreamhis name... his nane... Weston.
It was Weston, the director of the excavations, and, across fromhim Professor Neuleton. | saw
them and knew | had cone hone.

The realization settled on ny shoulders |ike a dead wei ght.

For the world was no |longer the same. Frail, colorless, weary, the world before ne displayed a
tentative, tenporary appearance. Everything-trees, rocks, earth and sky and dull w nter sun-seened
not to exist as nuch as nerely to linger-like a fast-fading nenory. There was no feeling of inport
or solidity, nothing at all substantial about the world | saw. Epheneral, inpermanent, it | ooked
as if it were a transitory phenonmenon-a mrage that mght dissolve at any nonent.

And | could see that Weston and Professor Nettleton had changed as well, subtly but perceptibly:
their features were coarser, their bodies smaller and nore ungainly. They appeared slighter, |ess
physi cally present sonehow. There was a peculiar ghostlike quality to them as if they clung to
corporeal existence by the slenderest of threads, as if the atons nmaking up their bodi es m ght
relinquish their cohesive attraction and go flying apart at the | east provocation

Even as | stood | ooking on, the man Weston rose abruptly ~nd ducked into the tent. As soon as he
was out of sight | Lurched forward and the novenment caught Nettleton's eye. Elis gaze shifted. An
expression of frank amazenent ippeared on his owish face.

"Ch, my CGod!" he whispered sharply.

He clearly did not recognize nme. Wiy should he? | was iressed |ike sonething out of the Mbinogi on-
fromthe iilver torc at nmy throat to the | eather buskins on ny feet, breecs, siarc, and bright-
checked cl oak. He was waiting, yes; but he was obviously not expecting a Celtic warrior to cone
shuffling out of the cairn

| stepped cautiously forward, aware of the disturbing effect ny appearance was having on him "Do
not be afraid," | said.

Nettl es gaped at ne in unconprehendi ng shock. Thinking he had not heard ne, | repeated nyself, and
only then realized that | was speaking ancient Celt. It took me a nonent, and not a little effort,
to find the English words.

"Please," | said, "do not be afraid." My voice sounded harsh and clunsy in ny ears.

If nmy Celtic speech puzzled him ny native tongue terrified him Professor Nettleton, trenbling
like a terrier, put out his hands as if to hold ne at armis length away from hi m

"It-it's all right," | said. "I have returned."

The professor peered at nme through his round-ri mmed spectacles in the wan, uncertain light. "Wo
are you?"

I cannot describe the devastati on wought by those three innocent words. Sharper than spears, they

stabbed ne through. The gorge rose in my throat. | gasped and pressed the heels of nmy hands to ny
eyes.
"Who.., are.., you?" the professor repeated slowy, adopting the carefully exaggerated speech one

woul d use in speaking to a foreigner, or a madnman. Then he said the sane words again, in Wl sh,
whi ch only made nme feel nmore of an alien being.

It was a nonent before | could utter a sound. "I-I am.. | am . . ," | stamered. The words
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clotted on ny tongue. | could not nmake nyself speak nmy nane.
In dawning realization, the professor edged forward.

"Lewi s?" he asked softly. "Is that you?"

I ndeed, the professor's question was better than he knew.

Who was |? Was | Lewis, the Oxford graduate student who had been sucked into an inpossible
O herworl dly adventure? Or was | Liew, the changeling who stood with a foot in both worlds?

Nettles crept closer, darting a quick glance to the tent behind him "Lew s?"

"Y-yes... it is LewlLewis," | said thickly, stunbling over ny own nanme. Wapping ny tongue around
the | anguage was an effort.

"1 have been watching," Nettles said. He stepped closer, his eyes taking in ny appearance-he gazed
at me as if at a wonder. "I have been waiting."

"I'"ve returned,” | told him "I've cone back."

"Look at you," he breathed in an awed voice. His eyes slowed like a child s at Christnas. "Look at
you!" He raised a trenbling hand to touch nmy cloak. "Wy... it-it's mracul ous!"

| had encountered astoni shnent before, and the sane expressi on of awestricken dishbelief-on the

faces of the warriors on the wall, and in the eyes of the gathering in Meldryn Maw's hail. | knew
my sojourn in the Gherworld had changed ne; and, to judge fromthe reactions of so many, ny
contact with the Singing Stones in the Phantarch's chanber had changed me still nore. But,

standing in the chili, thin light of this shabby, pathetic world, | understood at last: | was not
sinply changed, | was transfornmed.

| spread my arns and | ooked down the |length of ny body. My hands were hard, nmy arnms nuscl ed and
strong; my legs were straight, powerful, my torso lean, tight, and ny chest broader, my shoul ders
heavier. | reached a hand to ny face, and felt a straighter nose, a stronger chin, and nore
forceful jaw. But the change was nore than physical. There was the aura, the glory reflected from
nmy encounter with the Song.

Lewis was gone. Liew stood in his place.

"What has happened?" Nettles asked, an eager light animating his face. "Did you fnd Sinon? Did you
stop hin? What was it |ike?"

How could | tell himwhat | knew? How could | even begin to describe the herworid, |et alone put
words to all that had happened?

| stood gazing at nmy friend, a welter of enptions swirling inside ne. He | ooked so weak, so
fragile, and so insignificant. Enbarrassed by the visible poverty of his crabbed, m serable

exi stence, | wanted to raise himup, to nake himsee what | had seen, to know what | knew. |
wanted himto sleep under Albion's undimed stars, and to feel the fresh wind of virginal green
vall eys on his face; | wanted himto hear the soul-stirring nelody of a True Bard's harp, to snel
the salt sea air of Ynys Sci, and savor the exquisite sweetness of honey nead; | wanted himto
feel the firmrock of Prydain's matchl ess nountains under his feet, to see the bright fire-glint
on a king's golden torc, to exult in the glory of the good fight. | wanted to show himall these
things and nore. | wanted himto breathe deep of the higher, richer life of the Gherworld, to
drink fromthe cup that | had tasted... to hear the inconparabl e Song.

I longed to show himthe paradise | had discovered in Al bion, but | knewthat |I could not. Try as
I mght, | could never make hi munderstand. The gulf between us was too great. Wrds al one could
never span the distance, nor describe the cruel destruction yet threatening that fair world.

But | was spared the need to answer, for Professor Nettleton laid his hand to my arm and | eaned
close, "Unfortunately, we do not have nuch time. The others," he jerked his head in the direction
of the tent, and | knew who he nmeant, "will return at any nonment. They are very close to a
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br eakt hr ough-t hey know about the portal here. |I have contrived to join their excavations so that |
can stay close at hand. But we cannot let themfind you here like this."

"Where is Sinon?" | asked, my tongue awkward and clunsy in ny nouth.

"Si non?" The professor seened nystified. "But | have not seen Sinon. Only you have returned.”

Even as | stood there, struggling to understand, | noticed that the feeble Iight had di med yet
further; it was darker now than just a few nmonents ago. . . odd.

I glanced over ny shoulder toward the cairn.., the glen was sinking into darkness, shadows
deepening. A crowcircled slowy overhead, silently watching.... Then |I realized that it was not

dawn at all-but dusk. In this world the day was rapidly approaching twlight and the tine-between-
times. Soon the portal inside Carnwood Cairn woul d open

And if Sinmon had not returned..

| saw the signs and felt the elenmental tidepull of the noment in my blood and in nmy bones. And
heard the Song-stream ng across the blinding distance between the worlds. | heard the Song and
knew that the war for paradise extended to this world and to this very nmonent. And | had, now, to
choose.

Nettl es was watching me. | swung towards himand raised ny hand in a sinple farewell. Then |
turned and wal ked to the ancient cairn. | heard Professor Nettleton call out behind me: "Good-bye,
Lewi s! God go with you!"

And then anot her voice-Wston's voice, excited, alarmed, shouting, "Wait! Stop! Stop him quick!"
I heard frantic footsteps on the frozen earth behind ne. "No! Pl ease!

Turn back!"

But | did not stop. | did not turn back. For | had heard the Song of Albion, and nmy life was no
| onger ny own.
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