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Chapter
1: Choice
Math ap Mathonwy sat upon his tower throne at Caer Dathyl,
stroking his long white beard absently.   Every now and then he glanced at
Goewin, the beautiful girl who held his feet, who smiled back at him warmly.  A
twinkle appeared in his eyes, but nothing else changed.  Wide windows, arched
and open to the air, surrounded him, and the wind whistled through the chamber,
coming from all over the country of Glencairck and beyond. 

They said he could see men’s
souls, or that he could hear their very thoughts.  Some called him evil, but
some called him benevolent.  Some said he was possessed by a demon, but most
others whispered about the magic of his Cymry blood.  The people of Glencairck
said many things about the lord of Gwynedd, but very few said them to his
face.  Math heard most of it anyway, brought to him by the wind.

At the moment though, he was
not concerned with what was said about him, or about anything else the winds
told him.  Just then, he was trying to use the winds in a way that he hadn’t
been able to before: he was trying to call his nephew.



In a lower chamber of the Caer,
Gwydion ap Don plucked a slow, seductive song from the strings of his harp with
long fingers.  Although the early morning sun shone brightly outside, the room
was windowless; candles caught highlights from his long chestnut hair, and cast
soft shadows around his handsome face.

He could feel the song
vibrating around him, full of power and possibility, although Lanali, the young
girl who was his only audience, seemed unaware of it.  He lowered his voice,
and the candles dimmed slowly, almost imperceptibly.  The girl sighed once, her
face relaxed and open, and Gwydion brought his song to a close.

“That was wonderful,” she
said.  “You are very talented, my lord.”

“And you are very beautiful, my
lady,” he said with a bow.

She giggled at his compliment;
although the two colors in her cloak marked her as free, she hardly had the
rank to be called a lady.  Gwydion laid his harp down and sat beside her.

She wagged a finger at him.  “Don’t
be thinking that you can try anything with me, my lord,” she cautioned.  “I’ve
heard stories about you.”

He feigned shock.  “But I am
innocent and harmless, I swear.”

She looked at him
suspiciously.  “I doubt that.”

“Those stories are just nasty
rumors designed to make my uncle doubt my abilities to succeed him.  You know
that some people would rather see anyone as Lord of Caer Dathyl except me.”

“But everyone admires you.”

He gave a little shrug and
began stroking her honey blond hair.  “Admiration is not the same thing as
love.”

“Well, I love you,” she said,
and kissed him lightly on the lips.  He returned it passionately, making her
pull back.  “Wait, please.  I don’t think I’m ready for this.”

“Alright,” he said, sitting
back.  He could feel the last echoes of the song, and changed them just a
little.  “You’re not warm, are you?”

Almost unconsciously, she began
fanning her face.  “I am a little.”

“You can take off your cloak,
if you like.”

“I don’t know.  It’s just the
two of us.  What if somebody came in?”

“No one will interrupt us,” he
promised.  “And it’s not like I’m asking you to take off your dress.”

She giggled nervously, but
stood and unfastened the brooch at her neck.  He was surprised again at how his
heart raced from just the simple act of removing a cloak.  It wasn’t as if it
revealed any more of her body; he had been able to see the simple dress she
wore beneath the mantle from the moment she walked in.  He supposed it had to
do with the fact that it was the first step in the seduction, the first taste
of victory.

And she was lovely.  Despite
her work worn hands, her face had caused more than one young man’s heart to
flip, but she held herself properly aloof from all advances until Gwydion began
seeing her.  For two months she had resisted most anything but a kiss, but this
morning he felt confident in taking her completely.

He kissed the curve of her neck
when she sat back down.  “You are indeed beautiful,” he murmured in her ear.

“Thank you,” she said with a
giggle that bordered on a throaty laugh.

Almost, he thought, moving
towards her ear.

A breeze blew under the door,
making the candles flicker and his head buzz.  “What’s wrong?” Lanali asked,
and Gwydion realized he had pulled away from her.

“Nothing, my love,” he said,
trying to ignore the growing discomfort.  He tried to kiss her again, but his
mouth had gone dry, and he started coughing instead.

“My lord,” Lanali said.  “Are
you sick?”

“No, I’m—” He stopped, momentarily
stunned when the buzzing became words.

Nephew, come here.  Now.

Eyes full of wonder, Gwydion
said, “I have to go.”

“Now?  Are you sure?  I mean, I
thought...” She stopped, flustered.  “Will you come back?”

“When I can, sweetheart.  I
promise.”

Gwydion hurried out of the room
and up towards Math’s tower.  Something in his face made people get out of his
way quickly, and he climbed the tower stairs two at a time.

Math did not even blink when he
burst into the room, although Goewin jumped.  “Welcome,” the old man said
gravely.

“You called me,” Gwydion said,
breathing hard.  “I heard you call me.”

“You are out of breath.  Take a
moment and compose yourself.”

“It’s nothing,” the boy
answered, although he began straightening his tunic.  “What I want to know is
how I heard you.”

“Patience, lad, patience.” 
Math indicated a side table.  “Get yourself something to drink, and catch your
breath.” 

Gwydion wanted to say more, but
he abruptly shut his mouth and marched over to the table against the wall and
poured himself a glass of water.  He drank it quickly, poured himself another,
and turned back to Math.  “I want to know what’s going on.”

Math steepled his fingers.  “You
know, I have lived a very long time,” he said.

Gwydion forced himself to
answer calmly.  “I believe it’s close to two hundred years, isn’t it?”

“A bit longer, actually.  I
have watched my family grow old and die, and their children as well.  You are
of the line of Don, my beloved sister, as is Gilventhy, but your grandparents
were one of her grandchildren.  And in all those generations, I have never
designated an heir.  Do you know why?”

He wanted to make a sarcastic
comment, but instead he simply said, “No.  Why?”

“Because I never found someone
who was capable of using my power.”

“But you have said you wanted
me to be heir.”

“I have wanted many people to
be my heir.  But none have been talented enough.”

Gwydion began to get excited.  “Until
today?”

“Until today.”  Math’s
shoulders relaxed and he crossed his hands over his beard.  “I sent a call on
the wind, and the wind knew your name and found you.  But even more, you
understood.  So tomorrow, in front of the entire Caer, we will make the
pronouncement.”

“Thank you, uncle.  I am
honored.”

“You’re welcome, nephew.  But I
must warn you.”

“Warn me about what?” the boy
said.

Math’s eyes grew dark.  “Stories
are told of your liberties, especially with the young ladies.  I will not ask
you whether or not they are true; I will simply tell you to stop.”

“But I—” At the look in his
uncle’s eyes, Gwydion stood a little straighter and said, “I don’t understand
why it’s such a crime.  The priests preach against it, but I think that it’s a
perfectly natural thing for people my age to experiment with.”

“You are not truly natural,
nephew, as we have just discovered.  And remember that despite my age, I was
young once, and felt the giddiness of lust.  But the laws of the Creator are
fair and just and there are reasons for them even if we don’t understand them
all.  In order to be the best leader you can, though, you must follow them more
closely than anyone.”

Gwydion thought about arguing,
but saw that his uncle wasn’t going to relent.  “As you command,” he said.  “I
will do my best.”

“Make sure that you do.”



When Gwydion left the tower, he
went down to the courtyards where the soldiers trained.  Looking at the crowd
of young men and women hard at work in the dusty rings, he couldn’t spot the
face he was looking for.  “Excuse me,” he said to a young kern taking a rest
nearby.  “Have you seen Gilventhy ap Don?”

“Over there,” the man said,
pointing with his chin.  “With the claymores.”

“I should have known.  My
thanks.”

The kern just grunted, and
began rubbing the back of his neck.

Gwydion wandered over to where
two tall boys hacked at each other with four foot long swords wrapped in
wicker.  Despite the sweat pouring off his face and back, the darker of the two
grinned; he swung his practice blade gracefully and soon defeated his opponent.

“Good match, Nudd,” he said,
extending his hand.

The other boy shook it and
said, “I don’t know how you do it, Gil.  I’m worn out after five minutes with
these blasted claymores, but you’ve already fought six of us today.”

“And beaten you all,” Gilventhy
said easily.  “It’s just practice.”  He looked around at the other boys.  “Any
other takers?”

Gwydion stepped forward.  “Gil,
I need to talk to you.”

Grinning slyly, the tall boy
said, “Well, won’t this be interesting.  Somebody throw my cousin a blade.”

“No wait!” Gwydion said.  “I
didn’t mean—” Helpful hands removed his cloak and gave him a choice of wicker
wrapped swords.  He cursed as he chose one, and hefted it in resignation.  “Let’s
get this over with.”

Gilventhy clucked his tongue
disapprovingly.  “You have to try, at least.  I won’t have you giving up right
at the beginning.”

“No, you’ll just beat me black
and blue for a while.”

His cousin grinned fiercely and
swung his sword up with both hands.  “Well, I have to have some fun, don’t I?”

“Not if you ask me.”

Gilventhy made a casual swipe
that Gwydion managed to parry, although he could feel his teeth rattle.  Sweat
rolled down his back as he tried just to hold his own, but his cousin’s skill
with the great swords was well known, and within moments Gwydion felt the sting
of metal backed wicker against his side.

“I concede,” he gasped, glad
that it was over.

“I don’t accept, cousin.”

“What?  But you have to.  A hit
like that with a sharp claymore would have split a man, even if he had been
wearing mail.”

Gilventhy grinned.  “But you’re
still standing.”  He swung the great sword easily, and knocked Gwydion off his
feet.

He landed flat on his back, and
the world went dark for a moment as the breath went out of him.  The ringing in
his ears felt familiar, like a song that he almost remembered, but voices
intruded.

“Is he okay?”

“Of course not, stupid.  People
don’t just lie there like that.”

“I don’t think he’s breathing.”

“You killed him, Gil.”

“Nonsense,” Gilventhy
answered.  “He’s just trying to get some sympathy is all.”

Gwydion wanted to tell them all
to shut up, but he didn’t want to ruin the song.  If only he could place it...

Unfortunately, his lungs began
to burn, and when he took a breath, the music faded completely.  Gwydion began
to cough, and the other boys helped him sit up and pounded his back while he
tried to regain his composure.  As soon as his breathing felt normal again, he
cocked an eye at his cousin and said, “I suppose that you enjoyed that?”

Gilventhy laughed.  “You should
have seen the look on your face!  Your eyes looked like grapes that were about
to pop!”

“I’ll remember this, cousin.”

“What are you going to do?  I’ve
always been the stronger, and I always will.”

“Always is a long time.  Now
help me up.”

Gilventhy stepped forward and
extended his hand, which Gwydion took and used to get his feet under him.  He
wanted to punch the taller boy, but he just dusted himself off instead, and
told the rest of the boys, “The show is over.  You can go away now.”

They dispersed, still grinning,
with murmurs of, “Yes, Gwydion,” and “Of course, my lord.”  He hated them all.

Fingering a rip in his tunic,
Gwydion turned back to his cousin and said, “All I wanted to do was talk, and
you beat me up and destroy my clothes.”

“So talk.”

“I don’t think I will, now.  I
think that the news I brought was not worth a drubbing, and I want the
curiosity to eat you alive.”

Gilventhy walked over to the
water barrel in the corner. “You know I’m not like that.”  He dipped out a
ladle full of water and drank it, and poured another over his head.

Gwydion took his own drink.  “No,
it wouldn’t bother you at all if I knew something you didn’t, would it?”

“Even if it did, I think I
would hide it from you just to aggravate you.”

“You’re lucky you’re my best
friend, you know that?”

“I suppose.”  Gilventhy wiped
himself off with a towel and slid his tunic back over his head.  “But it is
fun watching you lose your temper.”

“Oh, right, now I’m your
personal clown.”

“Everybody should have one.”

“Even if that clown is the heir
apparent to the throne of Cantref Gwynedd?”

“But Math hasn’t officially
designated you...”

“He’s going to tomorrow.”

Gilventhy’s eyes grew wide.  “You’re
kidding.”

“I’m not.  I just came from the
tower.”

“But you have to be seventeen
to be an official heir, and the last time I checked, you were over a year shy.”

“I’m almost sixteen.”  Gwydion
smiled and said, “Besides, I can hear the winds.”

Gilventhy froze.  “You’re
lying.”

“I am not.”

“You have to be.  Only Math can
hear the winds.”

“He called me with them today,
and I heard.”

“But that means...”

“...that soon I’ll know
everything Math knows.”

“I am lucky
I’m your best friend.”

“That’s right.  So you’d better
stop beating me up.”

Gilventhy snorted.  “You just
need to practice more.”  A bell sounded, and the tall boy rose gracefully to
his feet.  Extending a hand, he said, “Come on.  I don’t want to miss chow.”

“Always thinking with your
stomach,” Gwydion said.  He groaned as he stood up.  “I’m going to be so stiff
tomorrow.”

“Oh, stop whining.”



The next afternoon, the people
of the Caer gathered in the great hall to hear the announcement.  Math sat on a
gilded throne, dressed in a jewel encrusted robe, while Goewin still held his
feet in her lap.  Gwydion stood beside his uncle, stiff with both pride and the
lingering pain from his bout with Gilventhy.  Two bards also stood on the dais,
old Talys, the bard teulu of the caer, and Kyle, a visiting ollave.

A herald called the audience to
order, and Talys stepped forward, harp in hand.  “As is my right as bard teulu,
I hereby welcome all who hear my voice to this gathering.”  He strummed a
chord, and used a touch of bardic magic to make sure that everyone in the hall
could hear.  “I now defer to Kyle, ollave of Glencairck.”

An imposing man with thick red
hair and a moustache to match, the ollave needed no assistance magical or
otherwise to make himself heard.  “Lords and ladies, gentlemen and gentlewomen,”
he boomed.  “We are gathered here this evening to hear the pronouncement of
Math ap Mathonwy regarding his legal heir.  Such an important decision is not
made lightly, and the Lord of Caer Dathyl has spent long hours pondering his
choices.”

Gwydion stifled a yawn as Kyle
continued to talk, using many words to say nothing at all.  He could see the
audience growing restless as well, shifting about and muttering to each other
in low voices.  The ollave seemed oblivious, and although he had a beautiful
voice, Gwydion wondered how the man had succeeded as a bard before he reached
his current elevated position.  Even Math seemed to be disappointed, although
the boy thought it might be his imagination; the old man’s expression never
changed.

Finally, the ollave drew his
oration to a close.  “We will now hear from Lord Dathyl,” he said, and stepped
back.

The old man did not stand, but
a cool breeze whispered through the hall, and all eyes riveted on his face.  “My
people,” he said.  “I have judged among all of you, and have found my nephew to
be worthy of ruling after me.  Do any deny my right?”

“Nay!” shouted the people.

“Very well then,” Math said.  “Although
he will not be eligible to actually rule until his seventeenth birthday, I
hereby proclaim Gwydion ap Don to be my heir apparent.  Approach and kneel,
nephew.”

Gwydion took two steps and sank
to his knees.  Math placed his hands on the young man’s head, closed his eyes
and said, “I bless you, Gwydion ap Don, in the name of the Creator, to succeed
me in ruling this people in righteousness and truth.  You have the power...” He
stopped for a moment, and when he continued, his voice held a note of wonder: “You
have the power to save all of Glencairck.  But you must learn how to use it. 
Be strong, and be faithful.  Follow the law, and look to the druids and priests
for guidance.  And I pronounce these blessings upon you, sealed by the power of
the Creator.”

The audience sighed, and
Gwydion stood up.  His uncle’s words confused him, and made him feel guilty
somehow.  Math took him by the hand.  “You have a great destiny,” the old man
said.  “Be careful.”

“I will,” the boy answered.

Kyle stepped forward, and in
his booming voice said, “As an ollave of Glencairck, I will take witness of
this to King Fergus in Taris.”  He drew breath to start another speech, but a
mischievous breeze tickled the back of his throat, and he fell into a fit of
coughing.  Math did not even smile, but motioned for Gwydion to help the
ollave, and for Talys to finish the ceremony.

The bard teulu strummed another
chord on his harp and said, “Lord Dathyl now invites the people of his cantref
to a night of feasting and dancing in celebration.  Let all retire to the
feast!”

The people streamed out the
wide doors to the courtyard, where long trestle tables held roast deer and lamb
fresh off the spits, whole cows ready for carving, chickens by the cackle and
geese by the gaggle, huge pots of corn, potatoes, and stewed apples, pies and pastries,
loaves of steaming bread and crocks of fresh butter.  Barrels of wine and cider
were broached, and pails of milk poured.  Back inside the hall, a group of
colorful musicians set up their flutes, pipes, harps, fiddles and drums.

Gwydion pounded Kyle on the
back while the ollave coughed and sputtered.  A servant brought a cup of water,
and after he drank it, the bard recovered some of his poise.  “Thank you,” he
said to Gwydion.  “It’s very embarrassing, having that happen in front of
everyone.”

“Nobody will think worse of
you, I’m sure,” Gwydion said.

“Yes, well, still.”  Kyle
straightened his cloak, and cocked an experienced ear towards the players as
they tuned their instruments.  “It should be a wonderful night; the talent of
Gwynedd musicians is well known.”

“We try, ollave.”

The big man clapped his hand on
Gwydion’s shoulder.  “I’ve even heard tell that you would make a fine candidate
for the Bardic Academy.”

“You are too kind, ollave.”

“Well, possibly.  But I would
be interested in hearing you play later.”

“I might be persuaded.”

“Good lad—” He stopped and made
a sweeping bow.  “I mean, with my lord’s permission?”

“Of course.”

Gwydion watched the big man
disappear into the human maelstrom with relief.  Then he sat down on the steps
of the dais and tried to figure out what he had felt during the ceremony.

It had come while he knelt,
like a flame blown into life, right in the middle of his chest.  He didn’t
understand what his uncle meant by a destiny, but one thing seemed certain: his
responsibilities would extend past his own cantref.  He worried about it for a
moment, and then a soft touch on his shoulder made him look up.

“You seem upset, my lord,”
Lanali said.  She had her hair in a single braid down her back, and he had a
sudden desire to see it falling unbound around him.

“It’s nothing my love,” he
said, jumping up and catching her about the waist.  “Would you like to dance?”

“Here?  By ourselves?”

“We’re hardly alone.”  He
pulled her close and whispered, “But we can be later, if you’d like.”

“My lord!” she giggled, but she
allowed him to swing her around.  The musicians noticed and set up a lively jig
for them, and Gwydion tucked Math’s words away for contemplation at some later
date.  Then he lost himself in the revelry of the day.















Chapter 2: Training
Gwydion dreamt that night of a certain lady he had seen at
the ceremony that night.  Lanali had surrendered early in the evening, and
Gwydion had returned to the celebration full of confidence and eager to find
his next conquest.  The lady he found had held herself aloof, with an icy calm
that matched her platinum blond hair.  He didn’t know her name yet, but he knew
he would find out soon, and then he could find the fire that he was sure raged
inside her.  His dream self had just started the seduction when a voice
interrupted.

If you want to be my heir, you
need to start now.

Gwydion woke instantly and sat
up in bed.  Math, shrouded in a glowing nimbus, floated at the foot of his bed
and watched his nephew fight free of the last fogs of sleep.  “Uncle?  What
time is it?  Are you really here?”

“Does it matter?” Math asked.  “I
assume that you still want to learn.”

“Of course.”

“Then get up.  You have plenty
to do.”

Gwydion dragged himself out of
bed and began stumbling around the room, trying to get dressed in the dark.  “I
don’t understand,” the boy complained.  “Why couldn’t we start this at a
reasonable hour?”

“The hour is eminently
reasonable for training,” Math replied.  He cocked his head to one side and
said, “Your tunic is inside out.”

“Thank you.”

The old man smiled briefly.  “You
might also want to wear more comfortable shoes.  The first thing you’re going
to do this morning is run from Caer Dathyl to the Sayont bridge, and back, and
you must be finished before sunrise.”

“A run?” he groaned, feeling
twinges of protest from muscles still sore from Gilventhy’s beating two days
before.  “But I thought I was going to learn magic.”

“If you are going to have
control over your mind, you must have control over your body.  This is your
first lesson.  Every morning, you will work both by yourself and with others,
learning all the skills of a warrior.”

“But I want to be a sorcerer
like you.”

Math smiled grimly.  “Do not
let this old body fool you.  My power is not limited to my mind, although that
is now the strongest.  But I also know the ways of war, and can hold my own
with a sword or a spear.”

Gwydion finished dressing and
stood before his uncle.  “I’m ready,” he announced.

“Then start!” Math barked.

The boy jumped at the
unexpected command, and jetted out the door and down the stairs.  He figured
that he could go about halfway to the bridge and back, and save himself some
time and trouble.  Crossing the courtyard, though, he realized that his uncle
still hovered nearby.  He tried to ignore both the old man and the stitch that
had already started in his side, but Math began to talk.

“Magic is powerful, but very
dangerous,” he said.  “Without proper control, it will rule you instead of the
other way around.  As I said before, my body was not always as frail as it
appears now, but during that time, my mind was not as strong as it is now.  You
must strengthen both while you are able, and keep both hard and ready for
whatever may be demanded of you.  Your body will eventually begin to fail, but
your mind will remain as sharp as you care to keep it.”

Shut up, you old goat, Gwydion
wanted to say, but he had no breath to spare.

“Keep your head up,” Math
said.  “Pull your arms in, too; you look like a scared chicken.”

Sweat ran down the boy’s face
and into his eyes.  He stopped trying to think, and concentrated on putting one
foot in front of the other.  Math continued to give him advice and comments,
but he did not try to listen.

“Stop!”  Math commanded, and
Gwydion skidded to a halt.

“What did I do this time?” he
asked.

“You almost went over the
bridge,” Math said.  “Get a drink, and splash some water on your face before
you start back.  Hurry!  We still have a lot to do.”

Gwydion waded into the shallows
of the Sayont River and scooped handfuls of water over his head and neck, and
let it dribble into his mouth.  The shock of the cold water made him more
alert, and he noticed a man fishing from the bridge.  He felt embarrassed, but
the man just nodded at him.  Red faced, Gwydion returned to the shore and
looked at the specter of his uncle.  “I’m ready.”

“Go ahead, then.”

The sun stood a hand above the
horizon when Gwydion stumbled back into the caer’s courtyard.  He collapsed on
a stone bench, breathing hard and wondering if he would ever cool off.  Math
said, “You have an hour to eat, and then Dylan expects you to be at weapons
training.  And he will tell me if you’re not.”

Gwydion made a rude gesture
after his uncle had winked out of sight.  With a grunt, he levered himself to
his feet and made his way to the hall.  Halfway there, the smell of warm bread
made his stomach rumble, and he thought that he might break into a run if his
legs could handle it.



By lunch, he wondered if would
ever be able to move again.  It didn’t help that Gilventhy had spent the whole
morning working even harder than he had, and yet seemed energetic and ready for
more.

“So what do you want to do
after we eat?” the tall boy said after Dylan had dismissed them.

“I’m going to die,” Gwydion
answered.  He sat down on a bench, and quickly laid down flat on his back.  “How
do you do it?” he said.

Gil shrugged.  “Practice, I
guess.  I’ve been training for years, so it seems like no big deal.”

“I hate you.”

“Come on,” Gil said, pulling
him upright.  “We’ll bathe, and eat, and then you’ll feel ten times better.”

“Leave me alone,” Gwydion said,
although he let himself be led to the bath house.  He peeled off his sweat
soaked clothes and stood under an icy sluice of water for as long as he could
stand it.  Gil laughed at him as he raced out to dry off, but he was past
caring what his cousin thought.

“My sisters are joining us for
lunch,” Gilventhy announced as he dressed.

“Today?” Gwydion said.  “Can’t
they wait for a year or so until I feel better?”

“What are you worried about? 
They’re my sisters; you don’t have to impress them.”

“Sure I do.  I haven’t seen
them in years, and the last time, I think I pulled Mari’s hair.”

“I’m sure she’s forgiven you.”

“And I think I hit Arianrhod
with a mud ball.”

Gil shook his head.  “That was
a mistake.  She remembers everything.  But come on, I haven’t seen them in a
long time either.  And you have to be hungry.”

“True.  Help me up.”

They went to a small dining
room separated from the main hall by a wicker screen, where a table had been
set for them.  The girls were nowhere to be seen, so they slid the screen back
and watched the people file in for the noon meal, talking about who was doing
what with whom, how, and whether or not they might get caught.

A brown haired girl appeared in
the doorway and said with a smile, “And they call women gossips.”

Both boys stood.  “Mari,”
Gilventhy said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.  “Where’s Arianrhod?”

“Oh, you know her,” Mari said.

“Actually, no, I don’t,” Gil
said.  “It’s been five years since I’ve been home.”

“She’s giving some poor dolt a
good dressing down.”

“What for?”

“Well, Ari has only gotten
prettier, and all the men are making fools of themselves trying to get her
attention.”

“I’m sure they do the same for
you,” Gwydion said.

“You’re sweet, cousin,” she
answered.  “But when Ari’s around...”

“What about when I’m around?”
said an arch voice.

Gwydion turned and saw the same
blond he had been dreaming about that morning.  “You,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow at him.  “Yes?”

“You could have said hello last
night.”

Arianrhod shrugged.  “I knew we
had plenty of time to get reacquainted.”

“You’re still mad at me for the
last time I saw you.”

“I don’t like having my hair
pulled.”

“I thought I pulled Mari’s.”

“You pulled both of ours,” Mari
said.

Gwydion bowed deeply.  “Then I
apologize to both of you for the offenses of my youth.”

“You’re still young,” Arianrhod
said as she sat down.  “Perhaps you will offend us again?”

Smiling faintly, Gwydion said, “Perhaps.”

“Would you two stop fencing?”
Mari asked.  “I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” Gil said.

“Some things never change,”
Arianrhod said dryly, and her sister laughed.

Gwydion spent most of the meal
trying to draw Arianrhod out, and she spent most of it rebuffing his advances. 
Though frustrated, he found himself intrigued; he sensed that she was as well,
and every comment had layers of meaning.  Gil and Mari seemed oblivious to the
game they were playing, throwing in comments and jokes that barely scratched
the surface of what the other two were discussing.

When the dishes had been
cleared away, Mari said, “Gwydion?  Would you show me the gardens?”

“Of course,” he replied.  “Would
you like to join us, Arianrhod?”

“Perhaps next time,” she said
with a secretive smile.

Without showing his
disappointment, Gwydion stood and offered his arm to his brown-haired cousin.  “What
about you, Gil?” he said before they left.

“Gardens bore me,” the tall boy
said.  “I think I’ll go practice my archery for a while.”

“The brave warrior,” Arianrhod
said.  “Always cultivating the art of violence.”

Gil shrugged.  “It’s what I
love.”

Gwydion led his younger cousin
out of the hall to the terraced gardens, walking along the gravel paths that
wove a complex pattern through shade trees and manicured flower patches.  They
spoke little; Mari was looking around at the plants and the few other
strollers, while Gwydion repeatedly analyzed everything that Arianrhod had said
during the meal.

“You really made Ari’s day,”
Mari said, interrupting his thoughts

“Excuse me?” Gwydion said.

Mari laughed.  “You were
thinking of her, weren’t you?”

Gwydion thought about denying
it, but finally just smiled and nodded.

“Well, you two are well suited
for each other,” she said.

“How can you say that?  You
barely know me.”

“I saw enough today,” she said.

“You didn’t say anything during
lunch.”

“I didn’t want to confuse Gil,”
she replied.  “I don’t think he could have comprehended someone treating his
sister—either of his sisters—as a woman.  And then there’s a way that you and
Ari have about you that Gil will never understand.  There is something devious
about both of you, like a river that looks peaceful but has a swift current
running under the surface.”

He looked at her sideways.  “There
seems to be more to you than meets the eye as well.”

“Me?  Oh, no,” she said.  “I am
open and honest in everything I do.”

Gwydion thought about that.  “You
must have a lot of freedom,” he said.

She said something else, but he
didn’t hear it because his head was buzzing with a summons from his uncle.  “I’m
sorry,” he said, bowing to her, “But I have to go.  Thank you for a delightful
stroll and a revealing conversation.”

Mari smiled, and for a moment,
she looked just like her sister.  “Anytime, cousin.”



Math sat on his tower throne, a
look of intense concentration on his face when Gwydion came in.  The boy waited
patiently, looking at neither his uncle nor his foot holder.  Arianrhod
remained in his thoughts and he tried to remember everything that she had said
again, but the exertions of the morning began to creep up on him, making his
mind fuzzy.

“Can you hear it?” Math said
softly.

Gwydion snapped out of his
stupor and said, “Hear what?”

“The voices on the winds.”

Cocking his head, Gwydion
strained to find the voices, but all he heard was his own breathing.  “I’m
sorry, but I can’t.”

Math shook himself and focused
his eyes on his nephew.  “You will.”

“But when?”

“Patience, lad,” the old man
said.  “Great sorceries are not accomplished in a day, or even in a year.  Like
any talent, it must be nurtured and developed over a lifetime.”

“Aye, uncle,” Gwydion said with
a sigh.

“Did you have a nice lunch with
your cousins?”

“I did, thank you.”  He
narrowed his eyes suspiciously.  “Could you hear everything we said?”

“I could if I had wanted to. 
For today, it was enough to know where you were and who you were with.”

“So how do I learn how to do
this?  I mean besides exhausting myself all morning long?”

Math fixed him with a steely
glance.  “The exhaustion of your body will be nothing compared to what we will
put your mind through.  Every afternoon, you will go down to the library and
meet with Bethyl.  She will begin your tutoring, and you will do everything she
says or you will answer to me.  Is that clear, nephew?”

Gwydion wanted to get angry,
but he thought better of it and bowed his head.  “Yes, uncle.”

“Then you may go and begin.”

Math and Goewin watched him
leave, back stiff.  “He’s so strong willed,” the foot holder said.

“I know,” the old man said.  “But
he will come around, and grow into the type of man I can be proud of.  You
know, I was not too unlike him at that age.”

Goewin looked skeptical.  “He’s
too clever.  Devious, even.  I’m not sure I’ll ever fully trust him, and I don’t
think even you will live long enough to see him change.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Math
sighed.  “It’s my cantref, and my concern.”  His eyes focused on something that
only he could see, and he fell silent for a while.  Goewin thought he had gone
back to listening to the winds, but he began to speak.  “Actually,” he said, so
softly that she had to strain to hear it, “he seems destined for things beyond
my ability to ken.”

Goewin waited for him to
elaborate, but he said nothing else.  She stifled her own sigh, and went back
to her own thoughts.














Chapter
3: Librarian
Bethyl had long pale hair pulled back in a tight braid, and
pale skin from working indoors.  The combination made her look almost bald, and
did nothing to endear her to Gwydion.

When he walked in the door, she
looked up from the scroll she was reading and looked him over.  “You must be
the heir apparent,” she said in a voice that crackled like dry parchment.

“And you must be the librarian,”
he replied shortly.

She grinned.  “Chafing under
your tutelage already?  We haven’t even begun.”

Gwydion said nothing, but met
her gaze evenly.

Bethyl nodded approvingly.  “Don’t
need to talk just to hear yourself.  I like that.”  She put the scroll down and
stood up, cracking her back.  He was surprised to see that she towered over him
by a good six inches, and walked with a cane.  “Now,” she said, “There are not
many rules, but the ones that exist are important.  First of all, the books and
scrolls in here are to be treated like they’re made of butterfly wings. 
Understood?”

“Yes, Bethyl.”

“Good.  Next, this is a quiet
place.  If you feel the need to talk to yourself while reading, then read somewhere
else.  Third, you are to use your time in here to study.  If I find you
sleeping, I will rap you across the back of the head with my walking stick. 
And finally, if you have a question about anything that you read, ask me.  I
may not have the answer, but I will probably know where to look for it.  Any
questions?”

Gwydion looked around at the
shelves, which seemed to go on forever.  “What are we going to study first?”

“Not we,” Bethyl cackled.  “You. 
And you may start with whatever you like.  All I require is that you study for
four solid hours.  What and how are up to you.”  Her gaze turned inward.  “Spend
the first week learning the layout of the library.  There are surprises
everywhere.”  She focused on him again.  “But don’t forget that I’ll be watching. 
Now go.”

Gwydion wandered down the first
row of shelves that caught his eye.  He ran his fingers lightly over the
spines, breathing in the fragrance of parchment, leather, and mildew. 
Selecting one at random, he pulled it out and read the title: Diverse
Observations of Creatures Marvelous.  He opened it to an
illustration showing a shining red dragon that seemed to leap off the page.  A
few pages further, a golden griffin crouched.  The accompanying text had been
written in small, tight lettering, and he read a few paragraphs before putting
the book back carefully.  He was intrigued, but he had plenty of time.

At the end of the row, a ladder
led to a small loft filled with nautical charts.  He went back down to the main
level, but soon came across a door that led into a small study with two
comfortable chairs in front of a fireplace, and more books.  Another door led
to stairs that went down to a gloomy chamber where silver and gold scroll cases
caught the light from a single lamp.  He found a room full of stone tablets,
and another of painted animal skins.

In a nondescript room he found
a book about Taliesin, the first Bard and the founder of the Bardic Academy. 
He settled down at a small table and started reading.

A touch on his shoulder made
him jump.  “Relax,” Bethyl said, sitting beside him.  “It’s only me.”

“Sorry.  I was a little
preoccupied.”

“A little?  It’s obvious you’re
not a warrior, boy, because I’ve been standing behind you for ten minutes. 
What are you reading?”

He showed her the title and she
grunted.  “Do you have a problem with bards?” he asked.

“Not really, no,” she said.  “It’s
just that reading about music is not nearly as interesting as hearing it. 
Where did you find this?”

“The book?  It was on the shelf
right there.”  He pointed behind them.

She clucked her tongue.  “I
wondered.  It belongs in the music room, you know.”

“Do you have instruments, too?”

“No, just books and copies of
the music, written down.  If we had instruments, some people might want to play
them, and that would very quickly drive me insane.”

Gwydion ignored the hard look
she gave him.  “Where are the books?”

“I’ll show you tomorrow,” she
said, standing up.  “But for now, I think it’s time to call it a day.  It’s
almost time for dinner, so go.”

He stood up, and looked her in
the eye.  “Thank you, Bethyl.  I didn’t mean to appear surly before.”

She let out a crackled laugh.  “You
are the charmer.  Get out of here before I swoon at your feet.”

“As you command, my lady,” he
replied with a bow.

“Just don’t forget that I
expect you tomorrow at the same time.”

Gwydion found Gil waiting for
him in the courtyard outside.  “It’s about time,” the tall boy said, jumping
up.

“How long have you been
waiting?”

“About an hour.  I was
beginning to think you were lost in there somewhere.”

“Almost.”  Gwydion began
strolling towards the great hall.  “Are your sisters going to join us again for
supper?”

“I don’t think so,” Gil
answered.  “They’ve had many dinner invitations since they arrived, and I think
they might be trying to fill them all in the first few nights.”

“It figures,” Gwydion said.  “Bring
two beautiful, and eligible, young girls into a place, and people will fall all
over themselves to get to know them.”  He glanced at his cousin sideways.  “They
are eligible, aren’t they?”

“Well, they haven’t been
betrothed yet,” Gil said.  “Our mother has plans though.”

“She would.  She’s of the old
school.”

“Well, she better not start
scheming with my life.  I’m happy making my own choices.”

“Like coming to Caer Dathyl?”

Gil scowled.  “Okay, so she
gets things right every now and then.”

Gwydion laughed and changed the
subject.



The next morning, Math’s image
appeared over his sleeping nephew again.  “Gwydion, wake up!”

The boy startled out of a
dream, then groaned as the previous day’s activities caught up with him.  “I
can’t move,” he complained.

“Of course you can.  Now get up
and get dressed.”

Slowly, feeling his muscles
protest every motion, Gwydion sat up.  “I’m not going to be very fast,” he
said.

“You weren’t that fast yesterday,”
Math said gently.  He watched the boy struggle to get his clothes on.  “Speed
is not the reason that you run, just as knowledge is not the reason you study.”

“Then why do I do these things?”
Gwydion asked irritably.

“You do them to expand your
world, and to give you flexibility.”

Stifling a groan, Gwydion
slipped on a shoe.  “I don’t feel very flexible right now.”

“You will.”  Math smiled.  “What
would you do if an assassin came at you with a knife?”

Gwydion looked up.  “An
assassin?”

“It’s not impossible.  Are you
ready to go?”

“I suppose.”

Math said nothing else until
Gwydion was out of the Caer, jogging slowly while his muscles screamed at him. 
“You didn’t answer my question, nephew.”

“About being attacked with a
knife?  I don’t know what I would do.”

“Think about it.”

Gwydion tried to think, but he
shook his head.  “I suppose I would shout for help.”

“That’s one possible solution. 
But what about fighting him?”

“I’m not a warrior,” Gwydion
said.  “Everyone keeps pointing that out.”

“You will be.  And a sorcerer,
too.  And everything you learn will give you more ways of dealing with every
situation that arises.”

Watching his feet to make sure
they kept moving, Gwydion pondered his uncle’s words.  “Couldn’t you get to the
point where you had so many options that it would be hard to choose?  Couldn’t
you become paralyzed with indecision?”

“Very good,” Math said, his
voice warm with pride.  “But that is where wisdom and experience come in, and
that is why we train.  So that if you are ever attacked, you not only know how
to fight back, but also which weapons to choose.  And a shout is one of those
weapons, by the way.”

“It all seems so complicated,”
Gwydion said, “And yet...  Sometimes I feel like I’m about to make sense of it
all, but I’m missing the right word.  Like a song I can almost remember, but
keeps slipping away.”

Math was silent for a while.  “You
love the harp, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Gwydion answered,
surprised by the question.  His breathing was becoming more labored, so he did
not elaborate.

“Bethyl told me what you were
studying yesterday, and I am not sure that I am happy with your choice.”

“Why?” Gwydion gasped, feeling
the stitch forming in his side.

“You are of the blood and magic
of the Cymry.  Bards are something else entirely.  I do not want you to become
confused by the two.”

Gwydion stopped.  “Can’t go on,”
he panted.  He bent over, his arms on his knees, feeling worse than he had the
time he drank too much mead.

“Of course you can,” Math
said.  “Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.”

“It’ll take me all day.”

“We have the time.  Now come
on.  Just keep moving.  That’s it.”

Gwydion shambled forward, going
no faster than a walking pace.  “Does it…ever get…easier?”

“With time, yes.  Your body
will become used to both the running and the weapons training, and you will be
able to go farther, faster, with each passing day.”

“Not faster…today,” Gwydion
complained.



The weeks progressed quickly,
with summer deepening into long days of sunshine and heat.  The physical
training still drained Gwydion, but he realized that it was due as much to the
weather and the increased demands of Math and the kerns as to his own
limitations.  And he did notice some positive changes: by the end of the first
fortnight, he was able to run without getting a stitch in his side, and he was
at least able to hold his own with a short sword.

His studies in the library also
expanded.   Knowing his uncle’s disapproval of his interest in bards, he began
studying philosophy and history.  That allowed him to find out more about the
bards and what they believed without appearing obvious about it.   Although
Bethyl rarely appeared to notice him, he knew that she sent reports to his
uncle every day.

And he spent long hours with
his uncle in the tower, learning the names and feel of each of the winds. 
Goewin was always there, watching him with a slightly disapproving look in her
eyes.  Of all the pretty girls in the Caer, she did not interest him in the
least, so he ignored her and whatever she may have felt about him.

Arianrhod was another matter
entirely.  He spent the summer on a subtle campaign to win her heart, but the
little tricks that worked so well on the other girls had only made her smile
faintly.  And yet she looked at him with a combination of desire and aloofness
that made him keep trying.

One afternoon, Gwydion stumbled
into the library feeling like a mass of welts and bruises.  “You look terrible,”
Bethyl said.  “Who’s been beating on you?”

“The kerns are training me,”
Gwydion said.

“And your cousin?”

“You know about Gil?”

“Everyone knows about him, and
you, and the way he drubs you every chance he gets.”

“Aye, he does seem to enjoy it.”

Bethyl shook her head.  “I don’t
know why you’re having such a hard time with this.”

“I’m not a warrior,” Gwydion
complained.

“And you’re going to use that
as an excuse when you’re Lord Gwynedd?” Bethyl asked.  “Your troops are going
to be ready to go to war, and you’ll send someone else to lead them, saying, ‘Sorry,
but I’m just not the warrior type’?”

Gwydion shrugged.  “It’s not
like I’m not trying.”

“Well, you could have fooled
me.”

“What do you know?  You’re just
a librarian.”

Bethyl drew herself up to her
full height and looked down at him.  “You stupid boy.”

Gwydion stepped back from the
anger in her face.

“You think I was always a
librarian?  Do you think that I know nothing of life?”

He held up his hands.  “Bethyl,
I—”

“You what?  You think I am lame
from falling off a ladder?  Or from dropping a heavy book on my toe?”

“I never thought about it.”

“That’s your problem.  You don’t
think!”  She pivoted around on her cane and started down a row of shelves.  “Come
with me!”

He followed her, but at a safe
distance, afraid that she might turn on him suddenly and knock him out with her
cane.  She led him back into a far corner, where a spiral staircase wound up
out of sight.  She climbed the stone steps quickly, despite her cane, not
stopping until she came to a landing at the top.  Gwydion caught up with her
just as she went through the door.

The circular chamber at the top
of the tower was lit by four tall windows, one facing in each direction.  The
rest of the wall space was taken up by shelves filled with rows of books lined
up in neat order.  Two small tables, each with two chairs and a chess board
inlaid on the top, were the only furniture.

“What is this place?” he asked.

“It doesn’t surprise me that
you haven’t found it before now,” she said.  “Look at the titles.”

He moved to the nearest wall,
and looked at a few spines: Famous Charioteers, Tactics
for the Chariot, and A Man and his Driver: The Story
of CuChulainn and Lobd Derg.

Gwydion frowned and moved on,
finding books on archery, training, and the lives of obscure heroes.  A large
book proved to be beautifully illustrated pictures of swords.  He saw treatises
on cavalry and camp layout, volumes on daggers and defensive ditches, and
collected essays on the Battle of Glen Rhosyn.  “It’s all about war,” he said.

“Very good,” she replied.  “Now
sit, and read this.”

She handed him a volume covered
in rich blue leather with gold stamped lettering.  “Techniques of the Claymore,
by Bethyl na Fergus,” he read.  “Is that you?”

“It is indeed.”  She sat across
from him and folded her arms in front of her.  “As I said, I wasn’t always a
librarian.  In fact, at one time I was a member of the Fianna, and part of the
High King’s personal guard.”

“What happened?”

“I’m getting to that,” she said
irritably.

“I’m sorry.”

“Humph.”  She gazed out the
window, her eyes focused on nothing, but she didn’t have a dreamy gaze;
instead, it was slightly bitter.  “Because of my height and strength, I was the
only woman ever to carry a claymore as her first weapon.  And I was young and
full of myself, full of the importance of my position.  Like young Gil, I
always thought that battle was the highest entertainment, and dying there the
greatest honor.  But by my thirtieth year, I had seen blood and death aplenty,
and I was tired of it all.  So I decided to retire.

“Two days before I did, though,
a young man challenged me to a duel.  He was even more cocky than you, if can
imagine that, and I thought that I would be able to teach him a lesson easily.”

She said nothing for several
minutes.  Finally Gwydion said, “What happened?”

“I defeated him quickly, just
as I thought,” she said.  “But he was too stupid to accept defeat.  He ripped
the wicker off his blade and attacked me in earnest, seeking my life’s blood. 
I defended myself, of course.  There is plenty that can be done, even with a
wicker wrapped claymore, that can hurt a man.  But he wouldn’t fall, and he was
younger than I.  He hadn’t blooded me, but he was tiring me quicker than I was
him.  So I used a little known, and not very honorable, maneuver: I stepped
inside his swing, and used my belt dagger to stab him in the heart.  Even then,
he managed to bring his blade down on my foot, taking half of it off.  I was
exonerated of any wrong, of course, but it’s still not a good thing to kill the
king’s son.”

“That was you?” Gwydion said.  “You
killed Prince Eamonn?”

“It was myself.  Surprised?”

“Well obviously.  The stories
talk about how he attacked dishonorably, but I always thought—”

“You thought that a man
defeated him.”  Bethyl looked at him closely.  “You aren’t the first to make
that mistake about me.  But that’s a part of what I’m trying to tell you.”

Gwydion held up his hands.  “I’m
sorry, Bethyl, I’m still not getting it.”

She shook her head.  “I’ll
spell it out for you, but only this once.  You have a brain, a much finer one
than most of the people you train with.  You need to use it.”

Gwydion snorted.  “It’s well
known that a book won’t make a warrior.”

“But it’s a start, you idiot!” 
Bethyl got control of herself.  “I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve given me
no choice.  From now until I say otherwise, you will study only the books in
this room.  No others, until you realize that your cleverness is useful for
more than getting your way with the pretty girls.”

“You can’t do that.”

“I can, and I have.  Don’t try
getting your uncle to help you out of it, either.”  Bethyl smiled grimly.  “It
was his idea.”















Chapter 4: Enigma
For three days, Gwydion tried to get out of his new
curriculum.  And for three days he felt Math’s stinging words in his ears and
Bethyl’s cane across his knees.  It didn’t help that word had gotten out to the
kerns, and that he had had to contend with fresh teasing about using a scroll
for a sword and a book for a shield.  Each day he went up the stairs to the
tower, and each day Bethyl locked him in like a prisoner.  In a fit of boredom,
he began to read.

He started with the most
interesting thing he could find, a thick book about the second and third Bardic
Wars.  It started with Cathbar becoming the Pen Bardd, some three hundred years
after Taliesin founded the bardic order, describing him as a man of great
charisma and influence.  The picture on the facing page was gilded all about,
except for the black of Cathbar’s eyes.  Gwydion stared at them for a long
time, wondering if they were a part of the truth or not.  He felt like he
should know, that the answer was somewhere within hearing...

He shook himself and turned the
page, concentrating on the words.  It took him the next three days to get
through the first half of the volume, reading about how Cathbar had seized the
throne and almost destroyed the bards that opposed him in the second Bardic
war.  Then there was a hundred years of peace, during which time it seemed that
Cathbar never grew any older.  The bards, reduced to a few men who passed along
the laws and teachings with great fear, did not dare to oppose him until Amergin
came of age, the most powerful bard ever to have lived.  That began the Third
Bardic war, and Gwydion spent another week learning how Amergin and the other
bards defeated Cathbar and restored a king to the throne.

When he finished, he picked up
the book that Bethyl had written. The first two chapters were a history of the
great sword and some of its masters, and he found the short descriptions
intriguing enough to cross reference them in other books.  Soon he was absorbed
in his research, studying not just the claymore but all blades, and he began to
see his daily training from a new perspective.

He started by watching the
practice when he had his rest periods. The books spoke of the different styles
of fighting, and Gwydion soon determined which they were being taught.  Falgar
favored strict Cairnecht, but Dylan had obviously been influenced by a
Duvnechtman somewhere along the line.  It helped explain why Dylan was master
over all the arms, but Falgar was only master of the sword.

And then there was Bran, the
claymore master.  The more Gwydion watched him, the less he understood.  The
man was obviously a master of his craft, but his style was enigmatic,
constantly changing during a melee. Even when training Gilventhy, it looked to
Gwydion like Bran was still holding something back, no matter how hard Gil
pressed him.  Gwydion tucked the mystery away in the back of his mind, and
concentrated on applying the book learning to the training ring.



“Stop!  Hold, Ian!”

Falgar, the sword master,
approached the two boys who had broken off at his command.  Gwydion, feeling
better physically since the weather had changed, sat on his haunches while the
old kern showed Ian what he was doing wrong.

Across the yard, Dylan, the
weapons master, watched it all with a slight frown.  Gwydion stared at him with
curiosity and a vague resentfulness until Dylan turned away.

Falgar finished with Ian and
turned to him.  “Nice job,” the sword master said.  “You’re improving quickly.”

Gwydion said nothing, although
his lips tightened into a thin line.  He knew that defeating a boy who had been
studying the sword years instead of months deserved more than a pat on the
head, but he also knew his recent successes had earned him more contempt from
the warriors instead of less.  Even Gilventhy said he was just lucky.  Bran
watched it all with his typical slight smile, saying nothing in either
disparagement or praise.

That afternoon, he asked Math
about it as the winds whistled around them in playfulness.

“You are suffering from a case
of exclusion, nephew,” the old man said.

“But it makes no sense,” said
Gwydion.  “I am the heir apparent, and I am learning all that they teach me,
and more.  Why do they hate me for fulfilling my responsibilities?”

Math sighed, and shifted his
feet on Goewin’s lap.  “You are discovering the consequences of your former
attitude, for one.  You made it clear to everyone that you were not a warrior,
and never intended to be one, but now you are showing massive potential in the
area.  The arms masters, who were offended by your original attitude, are even
more offended by your recent success.”

“Are they jealous?” Gwydion
said, his eyes widening.

“More than that,” Math said.  “They
are also scared.”

“But why?  I am no threat.”

“But you are, my boy, you are. 
Even Gilventhy begins to wonder if you are not more powerful than he believed. 
And he wonders if you could defeat him someday.”

“He has little to fear from me,”
Gwydion said.  “He is still master of the claymore among the students.”

“Is Gilventhy the master
because of his skill or because you have not challenged him in earnest?”

“For the moment, Gilventhy
still defeats me every round we have, no matter my intent.” Gwydion said.  “But
it is true that I am not as sore afterwards as I used to be.”

“That is an excellent start. 
If your goal is to hold your own, you are well on your way.”

“And if my goal were grander? 
To actually defeat Gil?”

Math smiled.  “A grand goal,
indeed.”  He sat listening to the winds for a few minutes, then said, “Greatness
is not something truly taught. I may give you all the means to become a greater
warrior than your cousin, who has shown more promise than any in his
generation, but I cannot make you use them.”

Gwydion said, “So it is up to
me, then.”

“It always was.”



The next day, Gwydion approached
Bran after the other students had headed off to the baths or to their lunch.  “I
want to learn more about the claymore.”

Bran stopped checking the
wicker wrappings on the practice blades and looked up at Gwydion.  “Why do you
want to do that?”

“Mostly because I’m tired of
Gil using me as a practice dummy.”

Bran laughed.  “I think that’s
a good enough reason,” he conceded.  “But why now?  Training is over for the
day.”

“I don’t want prying eyes
knowing what I’m about,” Gwydion said.  “Especially Gil’s.”

“Fair enough,” Bran said.  “But
how will you explain meeting me for extra training every day?  Because I expect
a commitment from you on this matter.”

Gwydion looked him square in
the eye.  “I intend to tell him just enough of the truth that he will jump to
the wrong conclusion.  But it will not work without at least your tacit
cooperation.”

Bran started checking the
blades again.  “So speak your mind.”

“You know that Dylan and Falgar
both dislike me.”

“I’ve seen some evidence of
that.”

“And although I’ve improved
more than they ever expected, they still demand more of me than any other kern.”

“True as well.”

“So, to improve my skills
further, I need someone who is at least not hostile towards me.”

Bran looked up again.  “You
think I am that person?”

“I hope so,” Gwydion said.  “Because
I also think you are more than you seem.”

Bran laughed.  “Me?  I am
nothing but a simple kern.”

Gwydion shook his head. “You
came to Caer Dathyl fifteen years ago.  No one knew you, yet Math made you a
lieutenant among the kerns, a position you have held ever since; you have never
been promoted.  You are the undisputed master of the claymore, but with other
weapons, you appear to simply hold your own.  Everyone is your friend, you
offend no one, but you are never with the same people on two different days. 
You are a riddle that no one has asked.”

Bran had become very still.  “Are
you asking it now?”

“Me?” Gwydion asked. “Why would
I?  I’m just a clumsy heir apparent who needs extra tutoring in sword play—and
who trusts his uncle’s judgment in these matters.”

“Of course,” Bran said with a
faint smile. He stood up and brushed off his hands. “Very well, I will help
you, but not because of what you think you know.”

“Oh? Then why?”

“Because of the love I owe
Math.”

Gwydion smiled. “That’s fair.”



“Let me show you something,”
Bran said.  “When I come at you, with my sword like this, raise your sword
across it, and let my blade slide down yours.”

“But I could force it up and
away, leaving you open.”

Bran shrugged.  “Sure, you could. 
But don’t think of it in terms of winning the melee. Think of it in terms of
mastering the blade.”

“What?  That doesn’t make any
sense.”

“Alright,” Bran said, “let me
turn it into a question: who is more skilled, the warrior who wins, or the
warrior who controls the outcome of the battle?”

“But shouldn’t they be the
same?” Gwydion asked.

“It depends on what your goal
is.”

Gwydion sighed.  “I thought my
goal was to be able to beat Gilventhy.”

“And what is the best way to
accomplish that?”

“I assumed it was to be the
best warrior possible, and to learn as much about the claymore as possible.” 
He looked thoughtful for a moment.  “But I read somewhere that you should never
assume anything in a battle.”

Bran grinned.  “Now you’re
beginning to see.  Take it one step further: everything you do in life is a
battle.  Sometimes it’s obvious, but sometimes it’s not.  Yet everything worth
doing has a goal, and that goal is not always to beat your opponent.”

“You certainly make it simpler
than Math does.”

“Perhaps that’s because I’m
just a simple kern,” Bran said with a laugh.

“Simple like a fox.  Is this
how you train Gilventhy?”

“How to be subtle?” Bran
snorted.

“No,” Gwydion said.  “By being
subtle.”

The smile faded. “You think
that Gil understands?”

“No,” Gwydion replied.  “It
doesn’t surprise me that he chose the most inelegant weapon.”

The smile returned, slyly.  “It’s
inelegant, is it?”  Bran raised his sword with one hand and twirled it like a
staff, stopping with the point aimed directly at Gwydion’s heart.  “Only in
inexperienced hands.”



Gwydion had been taking extra
lessons with Bran for a month before Math mentioned it at all.  As usual, he
approached the matter bluntly one afternoon as they were training in the tower.

“Bran is tutoring you well, I
hear.”  Math said as he stroked his beard.  “Why don’t you ask me what you want
to know about the claymore master?”

“What do you mean, uncle?”

“Don’t play the innocent with
me, boy,” Math said sternly.  “Bran has talked to me enough to know that you
think he is more than he seems.  Yet you ask nothing of me concerning the
matter.”

Gwydion bowed his head.  “You
are right as always, uncle.  I believe that there is something unusual about
Bran.  I cannot gather my information from the wind yet, so I have been listening
in the ways of normal men: a coin or a cup in a tavern or around a good meal
produces many whispers.”

“The source of many winds,”
Math said.  “An interesting task you set yourself.  But the question remains:
why?”

“Would you have answered me
directly, uncle?”

“Probably not,” Math said.

Gwydion smiled.  “I didn’t
think so either.  So I have been putting my skills to the test on my own terms.”

Math chuckled into his beard.  “An
excellent test of your training so far, even if I didn’t devise it.”

“Thank you, uncle,” Gwydion
said with a bow.

“Have you learned much?”

“Only enough to make me more
confident in my original insight: he is not what he seems.  But he is an
excellent teacher.”

Math said nothing for a moment,
his eyes unfocused.  Gwydion started to listen to the winds himself, but his
uncle suddenly said, “Do you think you’ve learned enough to defeat Gilventhy?”

Gwydion looked down at the
floor, thinking not only of his uncle’s words, but also the meaning behind
them.  “I might have,” he said finally.  “But I might choose not to.”

“Explain.”

“By defeating Gilventhy, I
would set myself up as a target.  Everyone would want to challenge me, and I
would lose both strength and focus for my other studies.”

Math’s beard twitched in a
smile.  “Very good.  What will be your next plan of action?”

Again, Gwydion took the time to
think before he answered, looking at the mountains patched with the deep green
of late summer, but seeing the grey stone and brown dirt of the training yard
instead. “I will practice all I can,” he said finally, “and learn to be so good
that nobody notices it, not just in the claymore, but in all weapons.”

“To what end?”

“To fool both my enemies and my
friends, keeping the one unsure of my true abilities, and the other
unthreatened by them.”

“Excellent,” Math said, leaning
back and crossing his hands over his beard.  “You have learned well.  And
because of that, your restriction to the tower is ended.”

“Thank you uncle.”

“Don’t thank me yet.  Tomorrow
your magical training begins in earnest.”














Chapter
5: Deer
As always, the next morning started with a run, and as
usual, Math floated alongside, peppering Gwydion with questions.  Gwydion
noticed that Math quizzed him more closely on what he had learned of magic so
far, but even in his exertion, Gwydion remembered not to mention anything about
bardic magic.

Breakfast was followed by
weapons training, lunch, and then to the tower.  This time, though, instead of
standing at the foot of the dais looking up at his uncle, he stood beside him,
looking down on Goewin.

“For magic, you need a new
perspective,” Math said.  “Does my foot holder look different from this angle?”

“Of course,” Gwydion said.  “She
doesn’t look so disapproving when she looks at you.”

Math’s beard twitched with a
fleeting smile.  “Do you see anything else?”

“I can tell that her hair has
more red in it than I thought.  I see more of her profile and less of her
face.  I can see a large mole on her right hand that I normally don’t see.”

Goewin looked at him sharply,
but Math chuckled gently.  “Very good.  What benefit is the change?”

“She’s more attractive from
here.”

“Any other reasons?” Math asked
with a slightly exasperated tone.

“I have a more complete idea of
what she looks like, and how she holds your feet.”

“Excellent,” Math said.  “That’s
why a wizard needs new perspective often, to gain a better understanding.  Are
you ready for this next step?”

“Yes,” Gwydion said, still
looking at Goewin.  He saw a flash of red from the corner of his eye, and
turned just in time to see Math bringing a rowan wand down onto his head.

It struck him, and he bent over
double in pain.  His insides churned like a pot of boiling water.  His skin
began to itch, and then sprout hair.  He watched in horrified fascination as
his hand melded together into a cloven hoof, and his forearm thinned and
lengthened.  He thought he was falling to his knees, but realized that he was
still standing, just on all four legs.  Frightened, he backed away, but his
nose lengthened in front of him, brown with a black tip.  He tried to speak,
but the sound that came out was a mournful low.

“Peace, Gwydion,” Math said.  “I
have given you the form of a deer to gain another perspective.”

Gwydion pranced off the dais,
shaking his head, saying no, but only hearing it in his
head.

Math understood.  “A deer you
will remain until your lesson is complete,” his uncle said, lifting the wand
again.  “You will not come to harm, but that is all I will promise.  Run the
woods, and learn.”

The wand came down, and the
tower disintegrated into a stand of white birch, tall and straight.  Gwydion
was immediately assaulted by his new senses.  He could smell the bark, which
made his stomach rumble, but he could also smell the earth, and the mice and
insects scampering across it.  He smelled water somewhere nearby, a cool scent
laced with moss and stone.  And he could smell other deer.

He started to trot through the
forest, amazed and bewildered by the assault on his senses.  He had never known
how much life there was, and how it all called to each other.  Squirrels tucked
nuts away in piles of pine needles, and bees buzzed around the late summer
flowers in the meadows.  He felt the season and how it was changing.  Trees
sighed as they readied themselves for their winter naps, except for the
evergreens, which reminded Gwydion of stubborn old men refusing to do what they
were told.  Fish spawned in the streams, the last baby birds struck out on
their own, and the badger dug his den a little deeper. 

Gwydion viewed it all through
two layers: on the surface, he let the instincts of his new form guide him, but
he also thought human thoughts, analyzing and wondering what his lesson was
supposed to be.

A cracking branch made him
turn, and he saw, not twenty yards off, a young boy with a bow.  The noise had
made him wince, but the sight of the deer startled into immobility a smug smile
returned.

The human part of Gwydion
thought, “I wonder what he’s hunting?”  The deer part recognized the danger
immediately, however, and took off through the trees.

Gwydion heard the whoosh of the
arrow as it sailed through the brush somewhere behind him, but he had already
forgotten the boy in the exhilaration of running.  It was nothing like his
morning jog along the dusty roads.  It was more like flying, as he leapt over
logs and streams without apparent effort.  His four legs moved in perfect
rhythm, although he had to be careful not to let the human side of his mind
disturb it.  His lungs did not burn as they did in his human form, but instead
they filled him with energy and power.

After a while, the same
instincts which had prompted him to run told him to slow down.  He found
himself approaching a meadow where several other deer were grazing.  They
looked up at him in momentary curiosity, then continued their meal.

Gwydion knew that one of the
does was in heat.  He could smell it, like a perfume that made his nerves
quiver.  He glanced around again, looking for any other bucks that might
interfere, and approached the deer.  The doe looked at him, then turned her
back to him.  Gwydion wanted to be offended, but he realized that she was
giving her approval.  He missed the thrill of seduction, but her scent was
driving him insane with desire, and his only thought was to mount her.

A new scent interrupted him,
the scent of a buck.  Gwydion looked into the wind, but he didn’t see
anything.  The doe had the scent as well, and had turned her flank to him,
waiting to see if the newcomer would be better suited as a mate.

The antlers appeared first, a
four foot spread with more points than Gwydion cared to count.  He didn’t know
if his spread was bigger than the buck’s, but the doe’s reaction was less
equivocal; she began prancing towards the other deer.

The instinct that pushed
Gwydion forward was one that he recognized and understood: he would fight for
his woman.  He galloped past the doe and skidded to a halt in front of the
buck, every muscle taut in the anticipation of battle.

The buck stood a hand taller,
and looked down his muzzle at Gwydion in disdain.  Gwydion lowered his head in
an unmistakable challenge.  The buck hesitated for only a moment before doing
likewise. Both charged at the same moment.

The shock of the impact knocked
Gwydion back a pace.  He was surprisingly unrattled, and the two charged
again.  And again, Gwydion lost ground.

The instinct in him said that
he would lose if the buck either wore him down to the point that he couldn’t
fight anymore, or if the buck pushed him out of the meadow. He could still
smell the doe’s heady musk.  He didn’t want to lose.

He began to analyze the
situation, even as he continued the mindless battering. There had to be a way.

At first, all he saw was a
powerful, angry animal.  The muscles on his neck and shoulders bunched and
flexed as they crashed together again, and he was forced backwards another
foot.  He had to study the situation against the instincts making him fight,
but at first, it only made him lose ground faster.  But he had been trained by
great warriors in the art of combat, and Bran especially had explained the need
to understand a situation thoroughly before you could affect the outcome.  And
this time the goal was crystal clear: beat his rival and win the doe.

He saw it in a flash that felt
almost like the instinct driving him to battle in the first place: the buck
always used his greater antlers to force Gwydion’s down.  In the next round,
Gwydion managed to time it so that he caught the buck’s antlers beneath his,
and found that he was in control.  With a twist of his neck, he forced the
great animal to take his own step back.

The buck bellowed his rage, but
he couldn’t regain dominance.  Gwydion timed his hits for maximum force and
control, forcing the other deer back further and further.  The buck made one
last rally, trying to regain his superiority, but Gwydion saw it coming, and
instead of simply forcing the buck backwards, he forced the buck’s head down,
twisted his shoulders and flipped the stag onto its back.

The buck flailed for a moment
before regaining his feet.  He looked like he wanted to continue the challenge,
but when Gwydion took a step forward and lowered his head, the buck turned and
walked out of the field, head held high except for the times he turned to make
sure Gwydion wasn’t following him.

Gwydion thought about it for
just a moment, but then the doe passed upwind from him, and all his battle rage
turned to lust in an instant.  He ran to the doe, who turned her tail to him,
and mounted her with glee.  The mating was rough and frantic, and just as
suddenly as the lust had filled him, it was gone.  He felt himself sliding off
her, feeling almost confused by the suddenness of the last few minutes.  Lust,
battle, victory, lust, and then he was just standing there, watching the doe
walk away.  He looked for tenderness and found none; a growing hunger made him move
a few feet to a particularly green patch of grass which he munched with
contentment.

He spent the night and most of
the next day wandering bemusedly, feeling his human mind slipping into a trance
like state while his deer body functioned efficiently and smoothly.  He ate
when needed, drank when he found water, and slept when he felt tired.  He
encountered no other does, in heat or otherwise, and he was not challenged by
any other animal.  He would have felt like a king of the forest, but he was
feeling little at all in the way of emotion.  There was only hunger and
exhaustion and fear.

The sun was descending in the
west, and Gwydion’s senses were heightened for the transition from day to
night, a particularly dangerous time for any animal.  He had been trotting
through a thin wood, but a glow to one side caught his eye, and he turned to
see the image of a man floating in a meadow.  His deer instincts almost made
him run, but the human part of him shaped the name, Math.

He trotted to his uncle
timidly, and stood waiting.  Math examined him for many long minutes, while
memory and thought returned to Gwydion.  Finally Math nodded, and he said, “You
may now return to me, nephew.”

The woods dissolved, as did his
antlers and hide.  He found himself in Math’s throne room, on all fours, trying
to understand his lack of hearing and smell.  He shook himself several times,
trying to come to grips not just with his humanity, but also with the lingering
feelings from the last couple of days.

“Well nephew?” Math asked.  “What
did you learn?”

Gwydion cleared his throat a
few times, and stood up to look his uncle in the face.  “Deer are creatures
without thought,” he said.  “They live for the moment, and never think about
what is coming except as it relates to their next meal.”

“And how did you fare?”

Gwydion thought for a moment.  “At
first it was easy to assert my humanity, and to think as a man.  But as time
went on, I could not keep that consciousness going, and allowed the instinctive
nature of the beast to overwhelm the rational nature of the man.”

Math nodded.  “Very good.  We
are quite different from most animals, and when you take a form that is not
human, you must strive to retain that difference.”

Gwydion cocked his head.  “Can
you train yourself to spend long periods of time as an animal?”

“You can,” Math said.  “It may
be part of your training later on, for it is a great lesson in self-control,
but for now, be content with what you receive.”

“Yes, uncle.”














Chapter
6: Wolf
It took almost a week for Gwydion to feel like himself
again.  Math asked very little of him during that time, although Bran came to
his room every day for a short training session.  The exertion helped Gwydion
get used to his human body again, and working with Bran made him exercise his
mind as well.

Gwydion went to the tower after
he felt completely human again, and Math gestured for him to come up on the
dais beside him.   Like a whisper close in his ear, he heard, Can you
hear our voices?

He turned to look at the old
man.  “Did you say something?”

The corner of Math’s mouth
twitched.  “Are you ready for your next lesson?”

With only a moment of
trepidation, Gwydion answered, “Yes, uncle.”

Math pulled the rowan wand from
his sleeve, and touched it to Gwydion’s forehead again.  The pain of transformation
made him scream, which turned into a loud, keening whine.  He felt new senses
take hold, especially smell.  He had to exert all his willpower to keep from
sniffing everything in the room, and ended up on his haunches, scratching his
ear.

Math said, “You are now a wolf,
nephew.  Again, no harm will come to you.  Explore to your heart’s content, and
try to remember your true self this time.”

With a wave of the rowan wand,
Gwydion found himself in the woods again.  He tried to determine if they were the
same woods that he had roamed as a deer, but the change in perspective was too
great; he was lower to the ground, and none of the smells were exactly the same
as he remembered as a deer.

In the distance, he heard a
howl, and without thinking, he answered it.  More howls answered, each on a
different note, and it made a very satisfying music in his ears.  The wind
brought him tantalizing whiffs of the pack, but the howls indicated that they
were moving downwind from him, and he understood; they wanted to know who he
was as much as he wanted to know about them.

He sat back and waited,
tracking them by sound.  He had made out at least five before he had lost their
scent, which struck him as a strong pack.  As they closed in on him, he began
to get nervous.  What if they decided he was an intruder? He heard two yips
close on his left side, and by the time he turned, they were surrounding
him.      

He had been wrong.  Six wolves,
all male, watched him silently.  Gwydion turned around slowly, looking at all
of them in turn, but ended up looking at the one that had to be the pack
leader.  The leader cocked his head to the side and gave a short yip.  Gwydion
was shocked to find he could interpret it to mean, “What are you intentions,
wolf who is not a member of our pack?”

Trusting his instinct, Gwydion
replied, “I seek to join with you, pack leader.”

“Are you prepared to accept
your rightful place?”

“I am.”

“Then it is time for you to be
judged.”  The leader nodded and the smallest wolf attacked Gwydion.

Despite being caught off guard,
Gwydion quickly rallied, and ended up on top of the younger wolf, his teeth
clamped on his neck just hard enough not to break the skin. The wolf struggled
for a minute, then went limp, and Gwydion released him, knowing he had won.  As
soon as he stepped back, though, the next wolf attacked.

Gwydion felt like his life had
become a blur of fur, fang, and claw.  He fought for his life, and at the same
time, he knew he was not in any immediate danger; he was really fighting for
his place.  They gave him no break and no breathing room, and it took all of
his strength and skill to keep himself upright, especially when they started
coming at him in pairs.  And just as suddenly as it began, he found himself in
the center of the ring again, with all the other wolves watching him silently.

Panting and covered with dozens
of scratches, he faced the leader.  “You have fought well, wolf who wants to
join,” the old wolf said.  “But you have yet to battle me.”

Gwydion expected a pounce, but
the leader began to circle him instead, stiff legged and growling.  Gwydion
mirrored him, wondering why they were posturing when the other attacks happened
so fast.  The answer came to him—the leader was seeing if he had any weak
areas—when the leader was upon him.

Like when he fought the buck,
Gwydion felt his mind analyzing the situation rationally, humanly.  The leader
was a good fighter, obviously very experienced.  He used cunning and guile as
well as brute strength.  Gwydion could see flaws and weaknesses, too, and he
was about to start using them when he remembered Bran’s lessons about
controlling the battle.  He knew if he won, he would be the new pack leader. 
He also knew he was not prepared for such a role.

Gwydion began giving ground. 
He acted more tired than he was, and he favored his small wounds.  The leader
pressed him harder, took advantage of every opening Gwydion showed him. 
Gwydion rallied once, showing his mettle, and quickly faded.  He ended up on
his stomach, tail between his legs, feeling the leader’s hot breath and sharp
teeth on his neck.  It was not hard to act submissive.

The leader let him go and
stepped away.  “You fought well, young pup.”

Barely moving, Gwydion said, “Thank
you, my leader.”

“You still have a strange
scent, but not too strange, I think.”  He walked around Gwydion, who remained
prostrate.  “And I can see we won’t have to teach you manners.  Do you have a
name?”

Gwydion tried to say his name,
but what he heard was: “Moon Howl.”

The leader nodded.  “And I am
Long Claw, leader of the Moss Stone wolves.  Welcome to our pack, Moon Howl.”

The other wolves swarmed him
again, but with nose and tongue instead of claw and tooth.  Gwydion felt
enveloped by love, and was surprised by how wonderful it felt.

A sharp bark from Long Claw brought
them all to their feet.  “Our family still waits for food,” he said.  “Shall we
hunt, brothers?”

Everyone, including Gwydion,
howled in return.  They set off at a lope through the misty forest, spreading
out rapidly, though Gwydion could still smell them and hear the soft padding of
their feet.  Long Claw appeared beside him.

“There is much about you I do
not understand,” he said.

“You are my leader,” Gwydion
replied.  “Ask me and I will answer.”

“Where did you come from?”

“A land far away, full of men.”

“Ah, men,” Long Claw said.  “We
know of them, but they are rare in our demesne.”

“That is good,” Gwydion said.  “Men
often kill wolves.”

“They do not understand our
ways.”

“But our cousins the dogs call
them litter-mates.”

“They are not my cousins,” Long
Claw said with contempt.  They trotted along in silence for a bit.  “Did the
humans kill your pack?”

“No,” Gwydion said.

“Then why did you leave your
home and wander into the Moss Stone lands?”

Gwydion thought about the
truth, and how a wolf might see it.  “My pack leader,” he said, “Wanted me to
go and seek other lands, other wolves.  He said that other packs could use new
blood, and ours was getting crowded.  He sent me to find a new pack, and I
ranged far and wide before finding the Moss Stone lands.”

Long Claw grunted.  “I have not
heard of such a situation in many ages.  Your old pack must be very prosperous.”

“It is,” Gwydion said.  “But
prosperity is only one part of life, is it not?”

“A good part, though.”  Long
Claw sniffed the breeze.  “Deer ahead,” he said.  “It is time to stay down
wind, and use guile.”

Gwydion had a momentary
confusion as the scent of deer grew stronger.  He remembered being the deer, of
that scent being himself, and his current scent being one of danger.  He had to
stop and shake his head, trying to clear the confusion.  Long Claw looked at
him curiously, but said nothing, and simply waited for Gwydion’s fit to pass. 
After a few moments, Gwydion was able to think again as a wolf, and the smell
of the deer, stronger now, made his stomach grumble.

Long Claw evidently heard it,
because he nodded once and continued leading them towards the deer.  The scent
permeated the air, sharpening both Moon Howl’s hunger and his canine
instincts.  With a barely audible yip, Long Claw signaled that they should
separate.  Moon Howl went left, looking for a break in the brush to see the
herd.  He knew it was a herd by the myriad of subtle differences in the smells,
indicating many individual deer.

He went up a small ridge, and
found a vantage point under a bush.  He could see six deer in a dell below,
grazing contentedly.  Across the way, he could see Long Claw, also partly
concealed.  With a few ear flicks, the pack leader told him which deer he was
interested in, an older one near the center of the group.  Moon Howl
understood, and began moving a bit further up wind.

The deer caught his scent and
began to look about in alarm.  Gwydion reversed course and came out into the
open just below them; seeing him there, the herd began moving back towards Long
Claw’s hiding spot.  Gwydion saw him tense as the herd shifted the older deer
towards the rear.  With a great leap, he landed on the old deer’s back.

The herd panicked at the
surprise; some began fleeing into the woods, while some turned to fight Long Claw. 
Gwydion rushed in to nip at the legs of the fighters, distracting them.  Long
Claw clung tenaciously to his prey, trying to get a good bite in.  The old deer
spun and jerked, lowing pitifully.  Long Claw slid down and ripped at the deer’s
haunches.  Gwydion saw an opening and rushed in, jumping up to rip at the neck
from the bottom.

Warm blood sprayed out, and the
deer fell to its knees.  The other deer, sensing the end was near, began
backing away.  Gwydion licked his chops and stared at them until they turned
and melted into the woods.  Long Claw had torn the deer’s legs, hobbling it,
although it still tried to drag itself away.  Long Claw moved up and bit into
its neck.  Gwydion heard the bone crunching, and soon the deer was still.

Long Claw let go, and let out a
great howl.  Gwydion joined him, altering his tone to a wild harmony.  Soon
they heard the answering calls from the pack.  Within twenty minutes, all the
males had arrived, and the females came a few minutes after that.

There were four of them, and
they stopped when they saw Gwydion.  They looked from him to the deer, where
the males were already feeding.  Long Claw came up and said, “This is Moon
Howl.  He has joined the pack, and defeated all but me.”

There was much sniffing to get
acquainted, and then two of the females joined the feast, while the other two
sat back on their haunches and looked at him expectantly.  Moon Howl wasn’t
sure what they wanted at first, but then he realized that they were both near
to going into heat.  He sniffed them over again, closely, and one especially
intrigued him.  He gave her a gentle nip on the shoulder, and led her to the
carcass.  They ate together, and then as the pack laid down to rest, she led
him a little ways away.

“I am Smooth Nose,” she said.  “Are
you bound to another female?”

“I am not,” Moon Howl replied. 
“But I might be interested in being bound to you.”

“You are new to the pack,” she
replied.  “Will you fight for me?”

“None other will have you but
me,” he said.  “Is this agreeable to you?”

“It is,” she said with a deep
sigh.  “My time has passed twice already, and none of the others was able to
mate me.  But you…”

“I didn’t know I was waiting
for you until I smelled you,” he said.

“And I, you.”  She barked a
laugh.  “Brown Pads may be jealous, but I think she will go into heat first. 
And once she has a mate, you will no longer be interesting.  But will you
control yourself and let another mate her?”

“For you, I will,” he said.

They returned to the pack, and
sure enough, the other female, Brown Pads, attempted to get close to him.  But
he turned her aside gently, and soon she was courting another, although she
kept glancing back at him.

He sat and watched the pack,
quickly seeing that one of the other females was Long claw’s mate, and the last
female was mated to another.  Both acknowledged him, and he acknowledged them
in return, but he realized that even if they went into heat, there would be no
strong attraction.  He didn’t understand it entirely, but assumed it was part
of the instincts of the wolf.  Feeling his own response to things, it seemed
that the wolves had a much richer way of seeing the world compared to the
deer.  Instinct was still present, but did not dominate every action and
reaction like it did in the deer.

Brown pads went into heat two
days later.  Her smell was almost overpowering, and oddly enough, Smooth Nose
kept her distance from Gwydion, although she watched him closely.  He felt the
desire rise in him, but he did not join when three of the younger males began
fighting for her.  And when Short Tail emerged victorious, he led Brown Pads
away, and Gwydion did not follow.

Long Claw came and sat next to
him.  “Short Tail is no match for you.”

“I’m waiting for Smooth Nose.”

“She has passed through two
cycles and fought off those that would have her,” Long Claw said.  “Does she
hope it to be you?”

“That is what she has said.”

“And if she fights you?”

“I will still have her.”

Long Claw sighed.  “I am
pleased.  Unbonded females can cause strife, and she has been unbonded for much
too long.”

“Will it be soon, do you think?”

“I thought she would be before
Brown Pads, but she is stubborn.”

“As am I,” Gwydion said.

The males went on a hunt again
the next day, and again Gwydion helped to bring down a deer with the pack. 
They called to the females, and all but Smooth Nose showed up.  “Where is she?”
Gwydion asked Grey Foot, who was Long Claw’s mate.

“Her time has come, Moon Howl,”
Grey Foot said.

“You did not answer the
question, my love,” Long Claw said, coming into the conversation.

Grey Foot looked at Gwydion in
a way that made him want to both stand straighter and slink away in shame at
the same time.  Finally she nodded and said, “She told me to tell you: if you
can find her, you can have her.”

Gwydion gave a bark of joy.  “And
I shall!” he said, and sped into the woods.  He had not missed the look that
Long Claw and Grey Foot had exchanged, that had said so clearly: puppies.

He made it back to the camp
quickly, and began sniffing about, but he could not catch the musk that he was
looking for.  He began moving in widening circles, but without luck.  He sat
back on his haunches, thinking.  She had known she was going into heat, and she
had laid her plans.  He expected her to go downwind, and maybe cross water. 
And perhaps she had not been in heat, yet.

He went back to the camp,
looking for signs of her regular scent.  Finding them, he began to follow it
away from the camp in the opposite direction of the hunt.  After a few minutes
of tracking her, he began to smell her going into heat.  It made it hard for
him to concentrate, but he did.  He lost her at the first stream he crossed,
but picked up the trail by ranging up and down the far bank.  He crossed two
more streams, with the same results, but when she crossed a fourth stream, he could
find no trace of her on the other side.

He sat down and had a good
scratch while he thought.  It dawned on him that since she was trying to make
it challenging, perhaps she had been even trickier than he had expected.  He
began searching the near side of the stream, and sure enough, found her scent
ten yards away from where she had entered the water.  He was so excited that he
sat and howled.  He heard her answering cry fairly close by.

He rushed towards the sound,
and found her waiting for him in a grassy hollow between several large
boulders.  “You found me,” she said.

He stopped, suddenly unsure of
himself.  “Are you going to attack me?” he asked.

“Why would I?”

“Long Claw said you have done
that to potential mates in the past.”

She came closer to him, and her
scent made him quiver.  “It’s true, I have fought in the past,” she said.  “But
I have little doubt that you would beat me.  So I devised a different test for
you.”

“Did I pass?”

“You found me, didn’t you?” 
She rubbed against him until her tail was in his face.  Unable to control
himself any longer, he mounted her.

It felt almost as intense as
the mating with the doe, but Gwydion was able to think a little more clearly. 
He was especially aware of the change that was happening, a growing connection
with Smooth Nose that went beyond the physical.  But the physical could not be
denied, either, and soon enough even the ability to think had passed.

And then it was over.  Gwydion
backed away, expecting the same distance to come emotionally as well, but as he
looked at Smooth Nose, he felt more drawn to her than ever.  He rubbed up
against her, thinking that he had never seen anyone as beautiful.  When she
nuzzled him, he said, “You are my sun and my moon.”

“You are my heart and my soul,”
she replied.

“We shall forever be one.”

“Until the heavens and the
earth pass away.”

“Even beyond that.”  She smiled
at that, and he thought his heart would burst with love for her.



They spent three days together,
hunting mice and squirrels when they got hungry.  When she told him it was time
to return to the pack, he knew she was right, despite his utter lack of
interest in doing so.

Long Claw greeted them with a
sense of relief.  “I was afraid that something had happened that you could not
make it back to Moss Stone Pack,” he said.

Amid all the sniffing and other
greetings, Gwydion said, “There is no other pack and no other leader for us.” 
And he was surprised to find that he meant it.

Gwydion joined the males for a
hunt the next day, and as spring turned to summer, he found his life as wolf
dominating.  He could think and reason more than when he was a deer, but he did
not bother thinking much about his life at Caer Dathyl.  It seemed remote,
unnecessary; he lived in the moment, thinking about the next hunt, or about
finding a suitable den for Smooth Nose to give birth in.

Long Claw watched them both,
and finally approached him.  “Smooth Nose grows heavy with pups,” he said.  “Soon,
you will need to take her away from here, to a place where she can raise them
in peace.”

“Is there danger in staying?”

“Not directly, but there can be
jealousy and bitterness.  It could be worse since Brown Pads is still without a
litter.”  He cocked his head.  “And I think that now would be a good time to
form a new pack, from a new family.”

Moon Howl stood a moment in
surprise.  “Are you sure?  I feel unready to be a pack leader.”

“And by yourself, that would be
true,” Long Claw.  “But with a mate like Smooth Nose, you will do well.”

“I bow to your wisdom,” Moon
Howl said.  “But where do you suggest we go?”

“Go towards the rising sun,”
Long Claw answered.  “You will come to a great forest that will feed you and
your mate, and there are hills there like mounds of large rocks.  The ground in
between can be dug out, if you are patient.”

“Thank you, Long Claw,” Moon
Howl said.  “You lead the pack well.”

“Thank you, Moon Howl.  You
will be a great pack leader yourself.”

Moon Howl and Smooth Nose left
that afternoon, and spent three days finding the place Long Claw had spoken
of.  The hills were more like cairns for giants, but as Long Claw said, they
were able to dig a den out between two massive boulders, ending up with a dry
cave, well sheltered from both the elements as well as other animals.

Smooth Nose’s time grew closer,
and she rarely left the den.  He hunted for her, bringing her his kills.  It
took most of his time, but he was happy to do it for her.  One morning, Moon
Howl said, “I go to the hunt, my love.”

“Don’t leave,” she said.  “I
know my time is near, and I do not want to be alone.”

“You need to eat, for the pups.”

“I am fat from sitting and
doing nothing.  I will be fine for a few days.

Moon Howl crouched beside her
and nuzzled her.  “What is wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said.  “I just
don’t want you to leave right now.”

“But how is it different from
any other hunt?”

She licked his paws, not
answering.  After a bit, she said, “I worry that you will not return.”

“There are no other large
hunters in the area.  Why would I be in danger?”

“It doesn’t feel like danger,
not exactly,” she explained.  “I just worry that you will leave, and I will
never see you again.”

“My love,” Moon Howl said, “Nothing
would stop me from returning.”

It took a while, but she
finally relented, and he set off for a spot that had been especially rich
lately.  He trotted through the forest, feeling contented despite his mate’s
unease.  The feeling lasted up until he was deep in the forest, where the light
was dim and green even at noon.  A movement off to his left caught his eye, and
he turned to see something glowing a little ways off.  His hackles rose, and he
felt a growl in the back of his throat.

Stiff legged, he walked toward
the unknown glow.  As he got closer, he saw the figure of a man, sitting at his
ease about five feet off the ground.  The man had a snow white beard and blue
eyes.  Moon Howl felt two names come to mind; first, Math, and then Gwydion.

Math said, “It is time to
return to the world of men.”

Moon Howl remembered that
world, and he whined.  Math removed a rowan wand from his sleeve, and before
Moon Howl could run, he felt it strike him across the shoulders.

Gwydion knelt on the ground,
feeling disoriented and nauseated.  His hands seemed alien, and when Math told
him to stand up, it took an effort to remember the motions necessary.  He
swayed as he looked at his uncle.

“It is time to come home,” Math
said.

“This is my home,” Gwydion
said.

Math shook his head sadly.  “You
are but a visitor here, a stranger who has sojourned for a season.”

“I have a mate, and pups on the
way.”

“And they will thrive and
prosper, I am sure,” Math said.  “But they must do it without you.”

“It’s not fair,” Gwydion said. 
Even to himself it sounded like a petulant whine.

Math looked genuinely sad.  “When
I was your age, learning these lessons, I felt the same way.  The world is not
interested in how we feel about it, however; disappointment is as certain as
death, and sometimes just as bitter.”

“I have to go back to the den,”
Gwydion said.

“She will not recognize you.”

“It doesn’t matter.  I know
what I promised to her, that I would return no matter what.  I have to know I
kept that promise, even if she does not.”

He turned and began walking,
not even caring if Math was following him.  He paused for a moment to get his
bearings; everything looked so different now that he was upright.  And unable
to smell.

He made it to the den more by
luck than skill, and peered in.  Smooth Nose was licking the caul off of a
small blind pup, and another lay nearby, yawning.  She looked up and saw him,
and made a low growl in her throat.  He opened his mouth to respond, but could
not think of how to express his feelings from human to wolf.

They stared at each other for
some time.  One of the pups, in a fit of exertion, crawled to the lip of the
den and tumbled down to land at Gwydion’s feet.  Smooth Nose let out a worried
whine, which only intensified when Gwydion bent and picked up the little blob
of fur and feet.  He smoothed the still wet fur on the pup’s head, and lifted
him to look him in the face.  The pup yawned and rested his chin on Gwydion’s
thumb.  Gwydion kissed his nose, then reached in to set him beside Smooth Nose.

She stopped whining, and after
a quick check on the pup, she looked back at him with a question in her eyes.  “Until
the heavens and earth pass away,” he whispered.  She thumped her tail twice.

He backed away from the den,
stumbling over the uneven ground.  Math was waiting at the bottom of the hill. 
“I am ready to go,” Gwydion said.

Math said nothing, only raised
his wand.  When he brought it down, the forest swirled into nothingness, which
then became Math’s tower.  Goewin still held the old man’s feet, and the
windows still whistled with the winds.  And for Gwydion, none of it was even
remotely the same as when he left.














Chapter
7: Boar
Gwydion spent the rest of the day in a pensive state.  His
chambers seemed even more alien than they had the first time, and his
experiences as a wolf kept turning over and over in his mind.  It had seemed
more real, more permanent than his time as a deer.  He missed his mate, and the
warmth of her body curled next to his in the nighttime.  He knew he was human
again, and he felt the bonds dissolving between himself and the pack.  It made
him weep in both sorrow and frustration.

Servants brought him food which
he ate without tasting, and when it was too dark to see any longer, he slept. 
Bran did not come to his rooms, and Math did not summon him.  For three days he
paced, floating in a world somewhere between humans and wolves, unsure of where
he might end up, but on the fourth, he awoke with a clear head.  He got
dressed, and went up the stairs to see his uncle.

“What did you learn, nephew?”
Math said.

“Much,” Gwydion said shortly.

“Was it good or bad?” the old
man pressed.

“Both. Neither.”  Gwydion shook
his head. “Good and bad aren’t the same to a wolf.”

“But you are a man again.”

“In my physical form, yes.  But
something is shaping within me that is new.  My time as a stag was
overwhelming, but my time as a wolf was something even more.”  He shook his
head again.  “I do not know if I still know myself.”

Math leaned back.  “Yes, I see.” 
He stroked his beard idly. “There is one challenge left. Do you need more time
to assimilate before beginning?”

“I don’t think so,” Gwydion
said, frowning. “I think it would be best to continue, without any more delay.”

“Come forward, then,” Math
said, drawing the wand from his sleeve. 

This time, Gwydion strode
fearlessly onto the dais and past Goewin.  Stopping at his uncle’s side, he
said, “I am ready.”

The wand descended for the
third time; Gwydion felt the changes come over him, this time compacting his
body into a smaller frame.  There was less pain, and he thought he might be
getting used to shapeshifting.  His body sprouted bristles and his nose
stretched into a snout.  He snorted and grunted a question at his uncle.

“You are a wild boar,” Math
replied.  “Now go, and explore.”

The chamber swirled, but
Gwydion found that his mind was clearer than the previous times.  He saw the
swirling for the illusion it was, but the glowing portal that opened before him
was real enough.  He stepped through it, and onto a greensward lush with early
summer growth.

Gwydion marveled at the new
senses he had acquired in his new shape.  His nose was even more sensitive than
it had been as a wolf, and he could feel the power in his muscles that made him
a dangerous foe even to humans.  He began to run, and quickly realized one
limit of his new shape, settling into a trot that kept him from feeling like
his lungs would explode.

The grass gave way to small
trees, and his nose picked up the faint traces of another boar.  He hesitated,
remembering with painful clarity what happened when he encountered others in
his previous transformations.  The thought surprised him, and he was still
marveling at the ability to think rationally without being overwhelmed by
instinct when he realized that the other boar he had sensed was staring at him.

He backed up with a snort.  The
sow radiated amusement at his confusion, and he heard very clearly in his mind,
“The body you wear sits a bit uncomfortably, I take it?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean, you are not naturally
a boar.”

“Of course I am,” Gwydion said
irritably.  “Why would you say such a thing?”

“Because you have the wrong
smell about you,” the sow said.  “You were also thinking too deeply to notice
my presence, which a true boar never does.  And your accent is odd.”  She
cocked her head to the side.  “Shall I continue?”

“Are all boars so sarcastic?”
Gwydion asked.

“To some extent, I suppose,”
she said.  “My name is Ruchalia.”

“I am Gwydion.”  He paused.  “Do
we sniff each other, or rub noses or something?”

“Are you a dog in your natural
form?” Ruchalia asked.

“No, but I have been a wolf
recently.”

“Really?  I’ve been a dog, but
never a wolf.  I’ve always wondered how similar they are.”

“You shapeshift?”

“You seem surprised,” Ruchalia
said.  “You must be human in your natural form.”

“How did you know?” Gwydion
asked.

“Because humans always assume
that they are the only sentient beings in the worlds.”

Gwydion bowed his head.  “You
speak truth, my lady.”

Ruchalia squealed in laughter. 
“You’re so cute!  I do think I’d like to spend some time with you, just to see
what you might do next.”

“I’m not sure,” Gwydion said
with a frown.

“You don’t trust me?”

“I don’t know you,”
Gwydion answered.  “We’ve barely met, and already you’ve altered my perceptions
of how the world works.  How much worse will it be if I spend more time with
you?”

She nodded sagely.  “That’s
true.  It could be that you will want to stay here with me forever.”

Gwydion heard the humor in her
voice, but his heart still ached.  He said, “I would rather not take that
chance, my lady.”

The smile in her voice
disappeared, but sympathy remained.  “You’re new to shapeshifting, aren’t you?”

Gwydion said nothing, but
started to trot away from her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, catching
up to him.  “I didn’t mean to insult you, truly I didn’t.  It’s just that it’s
been ages since I met a fresh shapeshifter, and never one as young as you.  Did
you figure it out on your own?”

Gwydion said nothing, but
continued trotting.  He smelled water ahead, and he realized he was thirsty.

“No of course not,” Ruchalia
said to his silence.  “I’ve only known of a few natural shapeshifters, and they
mostly lost themselves after a change or two.  Oh, you could tell that their
shape wasn’t natural, but you could also tell that they no longer knew which
shape was true to them.  So you have a teacher, or a guide.”

They had come to the banks of a
pond.  Gwydion could smell the scum around the edges, and it surprised him that
it aroused hunger in him.  He ignored it, though, and waded into the water
until he could drink deeply without bending too much.  Ruchalia was still
talking to him, trying to figure out if she knew his teacher, but the names she
said were strange, and he could tell that many of them were not human.

“But I should concentrate on
the humans I know, shouldn’t I?” she said just then.  “Let’s see, there are
only a few that really stick in my memory, like Taliesin and Math—”

Gwydion choked on his drink.  “Taliesin
the bard?” he sputtered.  “And Math, son of Mathonwy?”

“I knew Taliesin long before he
became a bard,” Ruchalia said.  “And Math used to come to my bower every summer
for years.  Do you know them?”

“I only know Taliesin by legend
and song,” Gwydion said.  “But Math is my uncle.  He’s the one who transformed
me and sent me here.”

“Did he now?” Ruchalia said.  “I
wonder if he meant for us to meet.  Last time I saw him, he spoke to me about
taking on the lordship of his land.”

“Really?  What was he like?”

Ruchalia laughed.  “Oh, now you
don’t mind being with me.  Come then, young Gwydion.  Let’s get some food to go
with your fine drink, and I will regale you with stories.”

She led him back into the
trees, and to a patch of wild mushrooms that tasted like heaven to Gwydion.  He
said as much to Ruchalia, who said, “Those would be deadly poison to a human,
you know.”

“Really?” said Gwydion.  “Does
that mean I should wait to change back to a human until after I digest them?”

“Yes,” Ruchalia answered.  “And
if you ever eat one while you are human, you’ll want to shapeshift in quick
order.  That knowledge saved Taliesin’s life once.”

“Can you tell me that story?”
Gwydion asked.

“I thought you wanted to know
about your uncle.”

“Well, ah, yes,” Gwydion
stammered.  “I just have an interest in the bards as well.”

“You know, you look almost
nothing like Math,” Ruchalia said, cocking her head.  “All the same, there are
similarities.  Like an interest in everything in everything around.”

“You say he was close to my age
when you met.  Did he appear like I did?”

“Oh, no, you’re much cuter,”
Ruchalia said.

“I meant here, in this
place—wherever this is.”

“This world is called Eleysia. 
And yes, Math did just show up one day, just as you did today.  He said he was
learning shapeshifting and world crossing from his father, Mathonwy.”

“Eleysia,” Gwydion said.  “It’s
a beautiful name, and comes from such a lovely sow.”

“You’re very
different than your uncle,” Ruchalia said.  “He never flattered or flirted.  It
was all business with him.”

“Some things never change.”

“It’s nice to feel appreciated,
though,” she said, snuggling up against him.

Gwydion moved away, feeling
pangs of heartache.  “I’m sorry, Ruchalia.  I was only being friendly.”

“As was I,” she said.  “Something
happened to you recently, a loss, or a heartbreak.  It’s hard to tell which.”

“Both.  Neither.”  Gwydion
shook his head. “It’s complicated.”

“It usually is.”  She moved a
little bit away, snuffling along the forest floor.

“I’m sorry, Ruchalia,” he
said.  “I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression.”

She looked at him in surprise. “You
think I’m offended?”  She squealed in laughter, which turned into snorting
chuckles.  “You are young!  You think that I’m pining for you, but I just
wanted to give you a little space.  You obviously are not ready to talk about
whatever has happened.  You are just as obviously used to having the sows fall
all over themselves trying to get to you.”

Gwydion grunted sheepishly.  “I
imagine you’re right on both counts.  Well, the second one, for sure.  As for
talking...”  He did his own rooting around for minute while he considered it. 
Ruchalia nudged him with approval.

“That’s the way a boar acts,”
she said.

“I thought boars were all fire
and passion,” Gwydion said.

“That’s all some see.  Not a
sow, though.”

Gwydion shook his tusks.  “The
truth is, I would like someone to talk to.  There’s my uncle, but he’s not
here, and he’s hard enough to talk to when he is around.”

“There were times I couldn’t
get him to shut up,” Ruchalia said.

“But was it a conversation, or
just him talking at you, expecting you to agree with every word?”

Ruchalia snorted a laugh.  “Yes,
he did do that quite often.  Now that you mention it, that’s when I enjoyed his
company least.”

Gwydion trotted around the forest
floor between three trees.  “He’s a good teacher, and I’ve learned a lot.  But
there are things that I don’t trust him with.”

“Like?”

“Like about my time as a deer,
or a wolf.  I know he understands, but I don’t know that I can just tell him
what it was like for me, good and ill.”

Ruchalia said, “You just want
him to listen.”

“I do!”  He slowed down and
finally stopped in front of her.  “I really do.”

“So tell me instead,” she said.

“I’m not sure I can,” he said.

“Let’s walk, and you can tell
me about your shapeshifting so far.  You said you’ve been a deer and a wolf?”

“Yes,” he answered, walking
beside her through the forest.  “He turned me into a deer first, which scared
me more than I like to say.  But I had no idea he what he was going to do.  He
simply said that we would be training, and I thought it would be a lecture, or
drills or something.”

As Gwydion talked, Ruchalia led
him deeper into the forest. The trees grew taller and more spread out, but
still so thick at the top that the light was green even though it was the
middle of the day.  Different smells teased his nose, but he ignored them; the
offer to talk had opened a door within him somewhere, and he spoke of his
experiences without thinking about the consequences or what Ruchalia thought of
him.  Ruchalia, for her part, steered the conversation with small questions and
grunts of assent or sympathy, while she steered him physically with little
nudges and tugs.

She led him up a hill, where
the forest thinned.  Gwydion saw the valley below, filled with trees, and noted
that the sun was beginning to set.  A part of him wondered where he was going,
but he also trusted Ruchalia.  He told her about his disagreements with his
uncle, and why he suspected that Math was at least as stubborn as he was; about
his time in the tower, and his suspicions about Bran.  He told her the
differences in mating as a wolf and as a deer, and about making love as a
human.  He told her about Arianrhod, and why he thought she was so different
from the women he normally bedded, and so much more attractive.  He talked
about being Math’s heir, and his fear that he would never be the leader his
uncle wanted and the people needed.  He also spoke of the harp, and how it
brought him the most joy and satisfaction in his life.

When he finished, he felt
relief, and an overwhelming sense of tiredness.  He looked around, and noticed
that they were in a pine forest now, in a protected bower with a soft bed of
needles spread forming almost a nest.  Ruchalia pushed him into it, and helped
him get comfortable and lie down.

“Rest,” she said.  “We have
spoken much, and there is more to come, but for now, let your mind and body
renew themselves in sleep.”

“Thank you,” he said, feeling
it an effort to speak.  “For—for everything.”

She shushed him, then began
humming a lullaby.  It sounded strange in his ears, a true song from a sow to
her piglets.  He fell asleep wondering if he could reproduce it on the harp.



Gwydion awoke in the middle of
the night, shaking from a dream.  He had been a stag again, but this time the
boy with the bow had shot him.  He was disoriented and confused in the dark,
but he felt Ruchalia beside him, warm and peaceful.  He had a different pang
then, a memory of Sweet Nose growing big beside him in their den.

He grumbled in frustration, and
was tempted to leave Ruchalia and figure out what Math wanted him to learn
without her.  But her warmth lulled him, made him drowsy, and soon he was
asleep again.



When he woke next, he could see
sunlight coming in from outside, but the bower was still cool and dim.  He
stood and stretched, feeling better than he had in some time.  His mind was
clear, and his heart was no longer so heavy.  He trotted into the fresh air.

He found Ruchalia sunning
herself on a large flat rock overlooking a valley dense with trees.  They were
high on the mountainside, where the trees were just beginning to thin and he
could see snow at the very crest.  He heard Ruchalia singing, but as he got
close enough to make out the words, she stopped.

“Good morning,” he said.

“I wasn’t sure you were ever
going to wake up,” she said, turning to look at him.

“How long was I asleep?”

“Almost three days.  Are you
hungry?”

Gwydion checked himself.  “Not
yet, but I can tell I will be, soon.”

“That’s part of being a boar,”
Ruchalia said.  “We have great reserves, and value deliberation over blind
instinct.”

“That’s not the perception of
boars among humans.”

“But you also couldn’t conceive
of a boar being a shapechanger, either.”

“True.”

Ruchalia stood and stretched
her back. “Let’s go find something to eat.”

As they entered the forest,
Gwydion said, “Ruchalia?  This may seem like a silly question, but how are we
talking?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, deer talk mostly through
body language, and some vocalization.  Wolves do the same, but communicate
more.  Humans use mostly speech, with a little body language thrown in.  But I
don’t see any of that between us.”

“Boars speak mostly with our
thoughts,” she answered.

“You can read my mind?”

“Not exactly,” she said.  “I
mostly only hear what you want me to hear, although if you are not paying
attention, I can sometimes hear you.  It sounds like you’re talking to
yourself.”

“So yesterday when I told you
everything—”

“Day before yesterday,” she
corrected.

“Right, day before yesterday...
 Was I sharing more than just words?”

She glanced at him.  “That’s
very perceptive,” she said.  “And fairly accurate, I would say.  It’s one of
the reasons why you were so drained afterwards.”

“But if that kind of sharing
was hard on me, how was it on you?”

“Here we are,” she said as they
entered an alpine meadow filled with wild melons.

He ignored the scent of the
fruit, and how it made his stomach twist in hunger.  “You didn’t answer.”

She turned so that she was
looking directly into his eyes.  “I am much older than you realize,” she said,
and he felt the weight of it, the weariness of both tremendous joy and
tremendous pain.  She nodded at his comprehension.  “I understand what you are
going through, and I sympathize, truly I do.  But I have also known far worse,
and have experienced it, absorbed it, and made it my own.  Your story will
become a part of me, too, and I will become a part of you.  I think you will
change from the experience far more than I.”

He bowed to her, the only
tribute he could make to what he had glimpsed.

She laughed, hiding the deeper
part of herself again.  “You shouldn’t waste time with such useless gestures,”
she said.  “Not when breakfast awaits.”

They dug in, smashing melons
and devouring them, seeds, rind and all.  Gwydion finished six before he felt
satiated.  He waddled over to where Ruchalia was watching him, and collapsed
beside her. 

“I think I could go back to
sleep for another two days,” he said contentedly.

“You know, it can be awfully
lonely hanging out with you,” she teased.  “Besides, I thought it might be a
good time to tell you about your uncle.”

Gwydion sat up.  “You said he
visited you often?”

“He said I was one of the
wisest creatures he had ever met.  I told him he needed to travel more.”

“I sometimes wonder if I would
have gotten along with a younger version of him.”

“Possibly.”  Ruchalia cocked
her head.  “He’s not as mischievous as you are, but he wasn’t as sanctimonious
as he sometimes comes across, either.  Still, he wouldn’t mate me, and I
certainly did my best to seduce him.”

After a moment of stunned
silence, Gwydion said, “I’ve rarely seen the humor.  He’s oftentimes gruff and
very strict.”

Ruchalia smiled at his
discomfort, but allowed the subject to stay on track.  “I gather his father was
too, from what he told me,” she said.  “The last time he visited me, his father
had just died, and we talked for several days about what it meant to be a
leader.  He was very nervous about becoming a lord.”

“The more I think about it, the
more nervous I am as well.  What did you advise him to do?”

“I told him it was simple,” she
said.  “Uphold the law, but show mercy when needed.  Be kindest to the lowest. 
Don’t be afraid to stand up to the most powerful when you know that you are
right, but be willing before then to admit you are wrong.  Be certain when you
make war, and doubtful when you make peace.  You are responsible for your land,
good and ill, and your choices will be reflected by the people under you.”

Gwydion frowned.  “But that
seems so trite.”

“Sometimes the best advice is
in a proverb we have heard a million times.  But if we don’t ever heed the
advice, it doesn’t matter how familiar, and yes, trite, it is.”

Gwydion bowed low so that his
tusks scraped the ground.  “You are indeed wise.”

Ruchalia snorted.  “When you
live as long as I have, you get to experience firsthand what works and what
doesn’t.  And believe me, I tried the things that don’t work plenty of times
before I was convinced.”

“And yet you are still alive,
and willing to share what you’ve learned,” Gwydion said.  “How is that not
wisdom?”

Ruchalia sighed.  “Because I
still feel like I have so much to learn.”

“That sounds like wisdom, too,”
he said.

They spent the day wandering
the woods, talking and comparing stories about Math.  As evening approached,
they rested in a meadow under the warm afternoon sun.  Ruchalia said, “So is
Math going to teach you how to shapeshift on your own?”

Gwydion shrugged.  “It’s hard
to say what my uncle may or may not do, no matter what the subject is, but
doubly so with my training.”

“Are you interested in
learning?”

Gwydion looked at her closely. 
“Are you offering to teach me?”

“Well, you should at least be
able to take your own shape if you want,” she said.

“And if I can take my shape,
then I should be able to take others?”

“Very good,” Ruchalia said.

“I would very much like to
learn that.”

“Then watch, using all your
senses,” she said.  He saw her concentrate, and realized he could hear her
holding the thought in her mind that she should be human.  He could feel the desire
welling inside her like a wave, but she let it go not with a crash, but by
trickling it into the image she had formed in her mind.  Her body began
changing, faster than he expected, but still much slower than he had done so
far.

She stood up, a not quite
homely woman with short brown hair and broad curves in her hips and bust.  “Stop
leering and try it yourself,” she said.  She sounded like she was at the bottom
of a well, but he realized that was because she was speaking only with her
mouth.

Gwydion thought about looking
at himself in a mirror, and tried to find the power that Ruchalia had.  It
eluded him until she said, “Stop reaching for my power and use your own.”

“Right, sorry,” he said, and
turned his focus more inward.  He found the well within himself, and began to
use it, letting it swell in his chest until he could feel the wind touching
every bristle on his body.  He pulled in a little more, feeling like he would
explode, but hanging on to it.

“That’s right,” Ruchalia said. 
“Now let it go, slowly.”

Gwydion felt his limbs growing
longer and fuller, felt his hair changing from coarse bristles to something
softer and finer.  The transformation seemed to take forever, and was not
exactly pleasant, although it did not hurt the way he expected.  After some
endless time, he stood in front of Ruchalia, gasping for breath and feeling
like he had just fought Gil.

“Very good,” Ruchalia said.  “You
took to that surprisingly fast.  It usually takes two or three times for a
beginner to get it right.

“Does it ever get any easier?”
Gwydion said.

“Of course.  It just takes
practice.”  She looked at him closely.  “Are you ready to try it the other way?”

“In a minute,” Gwydion said.

“Take your time,” she said.

He watched her as he caught his
breath.  Her dress was simple but well made, but the short hair threw him. 
Every woman he knew had long hair.  “What determines our form?” he asked.

“Mostly just being ourselves,”
she replied.  “For instance, I know what a horned owl or a barn owl looks like
in a general sense, but exactly how I will look as either is based mostly on
just me being me.”

“And clothes?” he said.

“Ah, well, that’s a bit
trickier.”  She swished her dress about a little.  “A lot of it has to do with
how you see clothes.  Humans see it as necessary, so it is part of the
transformation.  Boars don’t, so it’s not.”

Gwydion took a deep breath and
felt the last of the shakes leave.  “And say I wanted to have a full beard. 
Could that be part of the change?”

“With practice,” she said.  “For
now, you should concentrate on general form, not specifics.”

“Okay,” he said.  “Here goes.” 
He built up the power within himself again, and began releasing it, holding a
picture of a boar firmly in his mind.

And nothing happened.

“Try it again,” Ruchalia
urged.  “Think about more than just the shape, think about the feel of being a
boar.”

“Shape and feel,” Gwydion
said.  “Got it.”  He concentrated again, and began to feel the change
happening, but he couldn’t seem to make it finish.  He snapped back to his
human shape, and fell to his knees in exhaustion.

Ruchalia came and knelt beside
him, steadying him with her arm around his shoulders.  He leaned into her,
enjoying the strength of her.  She hummed a song, different than what she sang
as a swine, but with the same promise of comfort and rest.  He could feel
himself drifting in and out of consciousness, but he gradually began to rouse
himself.  “Why am I having so many problems?” he said.

“Relax,” she said, helping him
stand up.  “It’s your first time.  You made the one transformation, and that’s
an excellent start.  Can you walk?”

“Some, I think,” he said.  “As
long as we don’t have to go far.”

“Just along here to where there’s
a stream with a deep pool where you can drink while I can get you some suitable
food,” she said.  As they walked, he was aware of her hip rubbing his, and it
took a great deal of concentration to keep his feet moving.

They went back into the trees,
where the fading light had completely disappeared.  Fireflies confused his
eyes, but he could hear them getting closer to the stream, and then Ruchalia
was sitting him down and scooping handfuls of water to his mouth.  It helped
revive him, and when she asked if he was okay while he got food for them, he
waved her away shakily.  She returned with melons that she broke open and fed
to him.  Gwydion soon felt more like himself, and stopped feeling like a
walking earthquake.

He said, “I want to try again.”

She replied, “I thought you
might.  You’re not completely unlike your uncle.”  She stood up and brushed herself
off.  “Watch me,” she said.  And try to hear me after I’ve changed.  It will
help put you in the right mindset.”

She transformed, and began
grunting at him.  He tried to hear what she was telling him, but he couldn’t
quite make it out.  Unconsciously, he began pulling in his power, using it to
try and hear her.  He almost didn’t notice that his whole body was
transforming, only that her words were becoming clear.

“Good!” she said.  “Now that is
a handsome shape, and fits you well.”

Gwydion tried to look down at
his shape, but his tusks and his proximity to the ground hindered him.  But he
felt more energetic as a boar, and he asked Ruchalia about it.

“We swine have greater
endurance than humans,” she said.  “It’s something to keep in mind as you shape
shift.”

“I’m not up to it tonight, but
what other animal do you think I should try?”

“A squirrel,” she said after a
moment.  “That will help you learn about size changes, and will provide a good
contrast to some of the animals you’ve been before.”

She led him to another pine
needle bower, and they curled up together.  “Thank you,” Gwydion said.  “For
everything.”

She nuzzled him and said, “You’re
welcome.”

They spent the next week
practicing shapeshifting, until Gwydion could do it at a moment’s notice.  He
found that he could change the style of his clothes if he worked at it, and
also found that carrying different things gave him a slightly different look
when he became an animal.  Ruchalia laughed at his insistence that it was all
important, but Gwydion was imagining running across Dyfed as a wolf or a stag
but still having his harp and his sword when he needed them.  When he told this
to Ruchalia, she said, “You think too small.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean, why stick with a wolf
or a stag?” she said.  “You could be a squirrel of course, but go further: try
a salmon, or a whale, or a falcon, or a frog.”

“So any living thing is
possible?”

“Possible, but not necessarily
a good idea.”

Gwydion sighed.  “Okay, explain
it to me.”

“No, I will not,” she said.  “Turn
into a squirrel, and tell me if you can understand why some living creatures
would be dangerous to become.”

“Okay, I will.”  It took him a
few tries, but soon he had shrunk down and grown a huge tail.  Looking up at
everything was momentarily distorting, and he looked around quickly and
scampered up the nearest tree.  He looked down to see Ruchalia looking up at
him.

He could just understand her
words, although it sounded disjointed in his new ears: “How feel you?”

He began chattering at her, although
he didn’t know if she understood squirrel.  He told her he was fine, but
hungry, and there were nuts he had to find and store, and didn’t she know
winter was coming?

He stopped, unsure of where all
that had come from.  The squirrel brain was trying to tell him to hurry and
scurry, but he forced himself to sit still.  The effort made him shift back to
human form, sitting on a small branch that quickly broke under his weight.  He
only fell three feet, but it still bruised his backside as well as his ego.

Ruchalia was laughing at him,
and she became human to help him up and brush him off.  “What happened?” he
asked.

“You spontaneously shape
shifted,” she answered.

“No, I meant when I was a
squirrel.  It was like all the sudden I had no control over my thoughts.”

“And to a certain extent, that’s
exactly what happened.”  Ruchalia turned back into a boar and began trotting
off.  Gwydion also changed, and quickly caught up with her.  “Your brain is
like your clothes,” she said.  “It does not go away, but it’s not exactly
present, either.  But how accessible it is is somewhat dependent on your
shape.  As a boar, you feel quite rational and coherent.  But what about when
you were a deer?”

“I was more rational at first,”
Gwydion said.  “And it faded with time, so that when Math came for me, I barely
remembered my name.”

“That’s how you get trapped,”
Ruchalia said.  “It is easy to remember yourself as some creatures: ravens,
cats, pike.  They all have a fairly high self-awareness, which means you will
too.  But you want to avoid becoming a worm, or an ant, or a newt, or a
minnow.  In general, the smaller the animal, the more mindless, although there
are exceptions.  Wrens are very intelligent, for instance, while gulls are only
clever when trying to steal food.”

Gwydion sighed again.  “There’s
so much to this.  I feel like I’m never going to get the hang of it.”

“I know it seems that way,” she
answered, “but mostly you just need practice.  And self-control.  Remember,
there are some things that override rationality in any creature: hunger, fear. 
Sex.”

Gwydion was suddenly very aware
of how desirable she was, and if he hadn’t been paying attention, he would have
tried to seduce her immediately.  Instead he said, “How did you do that?  I
swear you didn’t change a thing, and yet suddenly all I could think about was
mating you.”

She chuckled deeply.  “It’s a
skill, just like any other.  As a boar, it is mostly a mental projection, and I
see who responds and how.  As a human, it would be the sidelong glance, showing
just a little more skin at my throat or on my leg...  I think you get the
picture.”

“Very clearly, yes,” he said. 
He forced his thoughts back to the topic at hand.  “But even hunger can be
overcome, correct?”

“Nicely sidestepped,” she
said.  “Yes, most things can be overcome if you have the willpower.”

“The more self-awareness, the
more willpower,” Gwydion mused.  “So I should avoid becoming a plant, I’m
guessing.”

“Mostly, yes,” she said.  “Trees
are the exception, but there are some dangers inherent to it, of course.”

“Of course,” Gwydion said
dryly.

“You wanted to know all this,”
she said.

“You’re right, and I’m sorry,”
he said.  “Please, tell me about becoming a tree.”

“Well, with a tree,” she said, “the
danger is not so much losing yourself, although that can still happen.  The
bigger danger is in losing track of time.”

“How do you mean?”

They had come to a small river,
and she paused to drink.  Looking up, water running from her mouth, she said, “I
haven’t talked so much in an eon, I don’t think.”

“And I haven’t listened this
closely ever,” Gwydion said.  He took his own drink, and then followed Ruchalia
up to a grassy bluff overlooking the water.  They lay down side by side in the
warm sun.  “The danger in becoming a tree is losing track of time,” he prompted.

She snorted and shook herself
slightly.  “Just daydreaming,” she explained.  “Now, about being a tree… Look
down there.  Do you see that patch of birch trees?  And a little further back,
there is a grove of oak?”

“Yes, I see them.”

“Okay, let’s say you become a
birch,” she said.  “They live about 50 to 75 years, which is very close to the
lifespan of a typical human, yes?”

“Barring ill-luck, yes,”
Gwydion said.

“Becoming a birch is a simple
matter of experiencing life as a tree,” Ruchalia said.  “But those oaks will
live from three to four hundred years.  If you are not prepared for that kind
of perspective, it can distort your sense of time.  You become an oak, and when
you shape shift back to human, what you thought was a fortnight, or maybe a
month, has taken years to everyone you know.  Some are particularly bad about
this: you think you’ve become an olive tree for a day, and a decade has passed
to everyone you know.”

Gwydion looked at her.  “Is
that how you live your life?” he asked.  “Everyone you meet is dead and gone
before you know it?”

She looked at him with a
crooked smile.  “You have the makings of a very wise man.”

“Me?” he said in surprise.  “I
can barely comprehend all that you are telling me, and I have struggled with
the simplest principles.”

“But wisdom is more than
knowledge, and more than self-control,” she said.

“Tell that to my uncle.”

“I did, many times,” she said. 
She rolled over on her back, twisting her torso in contented scratching.

“How did he resist you?”
Gwydion asked.  “I know that I will not be able to for much longer.”

“Ah, but the resistance is part
of the game,” she said.  “As for your uncle… he thought mating me would violate
his principles.”

“How would it not?” Gwydion
asked.

“There are rules for humans,
and there are rules for deer, and there are rules for wolves,” Ruchalia said.  “Did
you consider the doe you mated, her feelings or her wishes in the matter?”

“Well, no.”

“But according to your uncle,
that should have been your first thought.  Except that you weren’t a human when
you did that, and even if you had been well trained, some instincts are
impossible for some animals to overcome.”

“And that’s why I fought the
big buck,” Gwydion said.

“And as a wolf?” Ruchalia
said.  “You had your choice of mate, right up until the mating.  Then all other
bonds were excluded.  Even now you are concerned that your mate will not be
able to move on after your disappearance, that she will not be able to bond
with another wolf.  Again, this is perfectly normal as a wolf.”

“And now that I am a boar?”

Ruchalia shrugged.  “Boars are
normally fairly solitary, so we feel inclined to mate when we get a chance to. 
But we are not driven to it, and no matter how much I wanted your uncle, I
respected his right to say no.  Anything else would have violated my
principles.”

“And then there are humans, who
are not supposed to mate unless bonded first, in marriage, preferably.” 
Gwydion watched the river below for a while.  Finally he stood and shook
himself.  “It’s all too much for me right now.”

“You are dealing with a lot,”
Ruchalia said.  “And I don’t know how much time you have to figure things out.”

“Days,” Gwydion said.  “Not
decades.”

That night, as they lay
together in their pine bower, Gwydion said, “My uncle will be here soon, I
think.”

“How do you know that?”

He shrugged.  “It’s a feeling,
mostly.  Kind of like a storm that’s gathering.”

“Is going home so bad then?”

“Not at all,” Gwydion said.  “It’s
just that this time with you has been more instructive than any I have known,
and I will be sorry to see it end.”

She rubbed against him.  “I don’t
think your instruction is quite complete, do you?”

“You don’t ever give up, do
you?” he said.

“Should I?”

He began rubbing back.  “No,”
he said, nuzzling under her chin.  “No, you shouldn’t.”

They made love several times,
including once as humans, at his request.  Ruchalia said she enjoyed it, and
Gwydion didn’t doubt it, but he was sure that she preferred mating in her form
just as much as he preferred mating in his.

He said as much to her while
sunning themselves in a meadow.  “What would you expect?” she replied.

“It never occurred to me when I
was a deer or a wolf.”

“Did you ever consider those
mates as capable of taking another form?”

“No,” Gwydion answered.

“And they never considered it
about you, either,” she said.  “I have seen you in several forms, and I have
seen you in the most enticing of all: as someone who has trusted me with your
pain, and your hopes, and your secrets.”

“Is this love, then?”

Ruchalia did not answer for a
long time.  When she finally did, she asked him, “What would you give to stay
here with me?”

The question was not what he
expected.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “I never thought about it.”

“But you do have
to think about it,” Ruchalia said.  “If it were love, the answer would have
been immediate and unequivocal.”

“And I would have given
everything to stay.”

“Maybe, maybe not.  But you
would have known.”  She spent a few minutes scratching an itch.  “Love is
usually uncompromising, and has as much to do with sex as digestion does with
eating.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Digestion and eating are
certainly connected, wouldn’t you say?” she asked.  “But while digestion is why
you eat, it has nothing to do with the pleasure of the palette.  And in a
similar way, you could savor food and spit it out, and digestion would never
happen.”

“So love follows from sex…”

“Not quite.  It’s not a perfect
analogy.”

“But sex and love can be
intertwined?”

“Yes, and they often are,
especially when it’s not just sex, but mating,” she said.  “How many girls do
you think you have bedded?”

“What?  I don’t know.  Maybe a
couple of dozen?”

“And was it about making them
feel good, or about making you feel good?”  When Gwydion didn’t answer, she
nodded.  “I’m not judging you.  Just showing you that you were not looking for
a physical expression of your deepest feelings, you were looking for fun.”

“So what about us?” Gwydion
said.

“There is love,” Ruchalia
admitted, “but probably not how you conceived of it.”

“Why not?”

She turned to him, and once
again he was impressed with the weight of her age and all the experience that
entailed.  This time, however, she did not stop, but forced him to see himself
next to her, very callow and immature, and very, very young.  He squirmed at
the recognition.  “Then what do we do?” he asked.

Ruchalia returned to the sow he
knew.  “Go home,” she said.  “Find a nice human girl closer to your own age and
experience.  Enjoy your youth with her, but be true to yourself and your
principles.  And when it becomes love, you will know it.”

Gwydion stood and looked at the
sun that was setting behind the trees.  It occurred to him for the first time
that it wasn’t the sun of his world.  He could not tell the difference, but he
felt sure it was there.  “It’s time for me to go home, I think.  Can you teach
me how to cross worlds?”

“I can,” Ruchalia said.  “Are
you ready, or would you like to wait?”

“I may as well do it now,”
Gwydion said.  “If I stay much longer, I may forget why falling in love with
you would be so bad.”

“Become human,” she said.  “That
is your natural form, and will make it easier to find the bridge across the
Pale.”  When he had done what she asked, she said, “Now imagine your own room
at home, every detail you can remember.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Now you are going to pour
yourself from here to there, kind of like shapeshifting, but on the outside,
not the inside.”

Gwydion felt his power flow
outward, and saw a ghostly image of his room appear in front of him.  “Like
that?”

“Very good.  Now just step from
here to there.  You might have a moment of vertigo, and it might feel like you’re
being stretched across a great distance, but it passes quickly.”

Gwydion turned and knelt down
to give her a hug.  He wished for a moment that he could see her as a human
again, but did not ask, and if she knew, she gave no indication.  Instead, she
snorted and nuzzled against his chest.  He stood up, and without looking back,
stepped across the worlds.

His room was not quite as he
remembered.  Someone had cleaned up, and it was cold for lack of a fire.  He
felt somewhat discombobulated, and lay down on the bed.  The room started to
spin, like he had had too much to drink, and he stood up again, hurrying to the
chamber pot before throwing up everything in his stomach.

It took him awhile to feel
normal, and he lay on his bed with images and feelings from his different
shapeshifting swirling through his mind.  After some endless time his mind
cleared, and even though he knew he had not assimilated everything yet, he felt
well enough to clean himself up, and begin the climb up to Math’s tower.

His uncle showed no surprise
when he entered in through the door.  “Welcome home, nephew.”

Gwydion bowed deeply, but said
nothing.  Math gestured him up to the dais.  “Look through these windows,” he
said.  “The winds enter here from every corner of Glencairck and beyond.  Can
you hear them?”

Gwydion looked out at the
mountains, but at first all he could hear was the normal sound of the wind.  He
thought for a moment that he could hear words, but nothing distinct, more like
a crowd of whispering people.  He strained to hear more, but finally shook his
head in frustration.  “Nothing,” he said.

“You’re using your ears too
much,” Math advised.  “What you’re trying to hear goes beyond sound.”

Gwydion almost started to
complain that it was impossible, but then he had a very clear image of talking
with Ruchalia.  Wondering if it was something like that, he took a deep breath
and opened himself to the wind.

“And you’ll be a blithering
fool to your last breath!”

The voice was not Goewin’s, but
it was a woman’s.  There was some mumbling, and then he heard the woman again. 
“Nothing but excuses!  Worth less than the spit you put into them!”

He began to hear other voices. 
Few were as clear as the first, but they began to rise above the level of
muttering, and caught snatches of conversation coming from all direction.  Math
nodded at the wonder on his face, and said, “Welcome to a new world.”














Chapter
8: Transformations
Gwydion walked across the courtyard towards the hall, amazed
by the sounds of the wind.  He felt as though his ears had been stuffed with
cotton before, but Math had pulled it out.  He heard whisperings of men, true,
but he also heard the voices of the air itself, teasing the earth and tickling
the trees.  Just as he went through the doors, he wondered if he would be able
to sleep with all the noise.

The hall was bright and crowded
as usual, but the wind here was different.  It had a fat and stuffy voice that
knew little of outside.  It smelled of beer and smoke, and lapped at the roast
on the table.  Gwydion heard it murmuring to its mother, the fire, complaining
that it wanted to see the world.  And he felt tendrils calling from the roof as
they fulfilled that dream.

“Gwyd!”

The hand on his chest stopped
him, and he followed it to his cousin’s face.  “Oh.  Hello, Gil.”

“What’s the matter with you? 
First you’re gone for over a month, and now you walk the length of the hall
like you’re in a dream.”

“Don’t you hear them?”

“Hear who?  Everyone’s talking
at once.”

“The winds.”

Gil took him firmly by the
shoulder and steered him to a table in one of the wicker partitions.  He pushed
Gwydion down into a chair, and sat next to him.  “Look,” he said, “Everyone
knows you’re going to be the full on designated heir in a few months.  And
everyone knows you spend hours locked up with Math and Goewin.  But if you
start talking about hearing the winds, people will hate you all the same.”

“What?” Gwydion said.  “Gil,
you’re not making any sense.”

“Oh, yes I am.  It’s like this:
Math is respected and loved for his abilities, because... well, because he’s
Math.  But you’re not.”

Gwydion turned the words over
in his head, wondering where he had heard something similar.  It clicked in his
mind and he said, “They’re jealous.”

“Frightened is more like it,”
Gil said.  “Damnation, I’m your best friend, and it still gives me the willies.”

Gwydion smiled.  “Ah, now you
get to find out why you shouldn’t have beaten me with that claymore.”  The way
Gil paled made him laugh.



Gwydion watched how people
treated him over the next few days, and used his growing abilities to hear the
whispers that they didn’t want him to hear.  He could only hear people in the
same room with him, but he went through all of the common areas at one point in
the day or another.  Many wondered if he was under some kind of enchantment,
and Math encouraged this idea, as well as the fact that it would wear off after
some time.  It loosened many tongues to speculate. And the wind brought it all
to his ears.

All around the caer, they
pointed and spoke about what he was becoming, and there was hope mixed with the
fear, and not a little envy.  The kitchen lasses giggled and speculated who he
might pursue next.  The arms masters mumbled about having to teach a spoiled
brat.  The charioteers remained confident that their skill was still beyond his
reach.  Gil bragged about him, and made his abilities out to be more than they
were.  The farmers who worked the fields just outside of the caer walls looked
at him in the courtyard or while eating in the hall, and wondered to each other
what kind of leader he might be.

Only Bethyl said nothing, which
made it hard for him to fathom what went on behind her eyes.

Gwydion also noticed the
changes in himself, trying to match what he heard with what he felt.  Some
days, he thought that he had somehow grown beyond his own body, and become one
of the winds.  Other times, he felt very insignificant, as though his
experiences had made him somehow less instead of more.  He knew he did not act
the same as before, and yet he didn’t feel all that different.  He still
enjoyed watching all the young women, some of whom courted him almost openly,
but he just shook his head at their advances.  He accepted every criticism from
the arms masters without complaint, but inwardly weighed both their words and
their intentions.  At the same time, he was kinder to those who had escaped his
notice before; the servants and artisans that he had always just accepted as a
part of life became real people to him, with their own cares and concerns.

He had been back just over a
week when Mari came to visit her brother.  Gwydion heard about it from the
winds long before she arrived, and so did not show any surprise when her
arrival was announced at dinner one evening.  Gil looked at the page, then at
Gwydion.  “You knew she was coming?”

“Yes.”

“What about Arianrhod?”

Gwydion shook his head.  “She
has been coughing too much recently, and your mother didn’t feel she was up to
the trip.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Gil
demanded.  “That’s my family.”

Gwydion shrugged.  “I heard
about it from the winds a couple of days ago.  It was just one of those things,
and I didn’t think about telling you.  I’m sorry.”

Gil pulled back from him.  “I
don’t know which is creepier,” he said.  “That you know, or that you are sorry
for not mentioning it.”

Gwydion said nothing, but
waited for Mari to join them.  She kissed each on the cheek, and sat down to a
bowl of hot soup which she drank gratefully.  “That hits the spot,” she said.  “It’s
not really a good for season for travel.”

“So why did you?” Gil asked.

“Because Mother wanted me to
check on you,” she said.  “She worries that you don’t have sense enough to keep
yourself warm.”

“I’m fine,” Gil said.  “I don’t
know why she’s worried.”

“Because that’s what mothers
are supposed to do,” Gwydion said.

Mari looked at him.  “You haven’t
asked about Ari yet.”

“That’s because he already
knows,” Gil said.  “The winds told him.”

“You’re hearing the winds now?”

“I am,” Gwydion said.  At her
continued stare, he said, “What?”

“You just seem to be very
unlike yourself.”

“I keep telling him that,” Gil
said, “but he doesn’t listen to me.”

“Am I better or worse?” Gwydion
asked.

She shrugged.  “It’s hard to
tell.  But it’s more than just hearing the winds isn’t it?”

Gwydion stopped with a bite of
bread halfway in his mouth.  He lowered it slowly and focused his attention on
her.  “Why do you say that?”

She smiled, with a touch of
mystery.  “Women hear things that are beyond sound sometimes.  It’s not magic,
it’s just intuition.”  She cocked her head at him, and he felt like they were
suddenly alone.  “And if I had to guess, some major things have happened in
your life recently that have shaken you up pretty badly.  You are not yourself
because usually you would hide behind flippancy and bravado.  But right now you
are just hidden.”

He gave her a crooked smile.  “For
mere intuition, it comes across as very deep magic.”  He looked down at his
hands, and the smile faded.  “I am not sure what I am supposed to do with
myself, with everything that I have learned and experienced.”

She studied him for a moment.  “Use
it,” she said.

The idea caught him off guard. 
“What?”

Patiently, she said, “Math has
been training you to be not just a Lord, but a leader and a man of power.  Put
that training to use.”

“But how?”

She touched his arm lightly.  “I
don’t even know what you learned, so I can’t tell you.  But I have full
confidence that you are smart enough to figure it out.”

“Thank you,” he said, and the
spell was broken.  The noise and voices of the hall came back in a rush, and
they spent the rest of the evening in small talk, including Gil and others who
stopped by the welcome Mari back to the Caer.  But in the back of Gwydion’s
mind, a plan began to form.

Two days later, he stood in
front of Math and said, “I want to explore shapeshifting more.”

Math looked at him with the
inscrutable stare that used to make Gwydion squirm.  This time, though, he met
it squarely.  “Explain your plan,” Math said.

“I want some time to try on
other forms, on my own terms, not yours.”

“You think that I forced you
into certain scenarios?”

“I know you did,” Gwydion
said.  “It taught me the lessons that I needed to learn, but I have not felt
like I have been able to return to myself.”

“And you think that more shapes
will help you?” Math asked with smile.

“I do,” Gwydion said.  “You
introduced me to shapeshifting in order for me to change my perspective, and it
did.  But it did not teach me how to assimilate those different perspectives
into my life.  Right now I feel disjointed and not whole.  Spending all my time
confined to the Caer is not helping.”

“You have taken three different
shapes—”

“Four,” Gwydion said.

“I wasn’t counting you turning
back to a human,” Math said.

“Neither was I.  Ruchalia
taught me how to turn into a squirrel.”

“Did she now?” Math said.  “That
was unexpected.  How was it?”

“Very limiting,” Gwydion said.

“So what do you intend to try?”

“I want to become a bird, and a
fish.  And possibly a tree.”

“That last seems like Ruchalia’s
influence again,” Math said.  He sighed.  “I wonder if it wise sending you to
her world.”

“What’s done is done,” Gwydion
said.

“So it is,” Math said with a
smile.  “Still, this step is large.  Are you sure you’re ready?”

“I have to try it,” Gwydion
said.  “Otherwise I will wander about feeling split between the worlds.”

Math rested his chin in his
hand, and Gwydion waited.  The only sound was an occasional rustle from
Goewin.  “Very well,” he said at last.  “I will grant you leave to explore
various forms, but I have one restriction: you must stay in this world.”

Gwydion bowed his head, and
said, “As you wish.”

“And if you encounter any
trouble,” Math said, “call my name.  I will hear you and find you, no matter
what shape you may have taken.”

It took Gwydion less than an
hour to pack, throwing extra clothes and food into a rucksack, and putting on a
couple of extra layers to stay warm.  He did not speak to anyone, feeling a
certain need to rush, as though he were afraid he might shapeshift at any
moment.  He took a quick look around his room, and grabbed his harp and his
sword, just to be safe.  Then he left, slipping through the front gate without
even the kerns on watch noticing his passing.

The fields beyond the caer
provided little cover, and he crossed them quickly.  The snow was not too deep,
but pulled at his ankles, slowing him as he headed to a small wood.  Once in
the comforting embrace of the trees, he stopped to think.  He had rushed
through what he wanted to do, and now that it was time to do it, he felt a
certain reluctance.

The cold began seeping into his
legs and hands, and he began pushing deeper into the woods, trying to figure
out why he had been driven from the caer to shapeshift, and now did not want
to.  He quickly realized that he would be completely on his own this time, and
that scared him some.  He had never needed or wanted to be alone, and here in
the trees, even the winds were quiet.

He stopped under a pine tree so
thick that underneath its spreading branches there was no snow, only a thick
layer of needles.  He sat with his back against the huge rough trunk.  A few
small breaths of breeze brought him far away voices and the smell of resinous
sap.  He pulled out his harp and began playing, which made him focus.  He
played several light and simple songs, letting the familiar peace and comfort
of the strings fill him and calm him.  When he felt more confident of his
choice, he put the harp away and stood up.  Stepping away from the tree he held
the image of a raven in his mind, and poured himself into it.

The world became larger, and he
found himself hopping instead of walking.  He also found that his mind was
thankfully clear and sharp.

He lifted his wings and looked
at them.  They felt huge, but disarmingly light.  He made a few flaps just to
see how they felt, and lifted himself easily a few inches off the ground.  The
motion surprised him; he thought he was going to be waving his whole arm, but
instead it felt more like he was waving his hands, mostly due to the control he
felt.  He flapped harder, and he rose above the trees to see the forest
stretching away before him, wheeling around, he saw Caer Dathyl in the
distance, looking almost insignificant.

Gwydion enjoyed himself,
swooping and diving through the cold air.  There were no other birds around that
he could see, and he felt as though the world belonged to him.  But he also
began to feel his strength starting to fade.  The cold air burned in his lungs,
and his wings suddenly felt much heavier.  He stretched them wide, and floated
down until he was back in the trees.

He spent the rest of the day
amusing himself with his new abilities.  He would jump off a branch and see how
far he could glide, or plummet to the earth, catching himself just before he
hit.  He flew in loops and rolls, caught acorns with his feet and beak, and
practiced hovering in one place.  As the light began to fade, he found a hollow
tree trunk and settled down for the night, tucking his head under his wing.

For the next two days, he
explored the world in raven form.  He flew through the forest, seeing it
through avian eyes, and then he became bold and flew back to Caer Dathyl, where
he sat in a bare tree in the courtyard, watching the movement below.  A group
of children spied him and began throwing rocks at him, convincing him to return
to the forest.

He began practicing
shapeshifting back to human form, spending several hours tumbling through a
snowy field as he tried to change shape just as he landed.  After earning
plenty of bruises for his miscalculations, he figured out the timing of it, and
continued doing it until he could do it without thinking.  Then he went the
other way, jumping into the air and becoming a raven in flight, which took him
a lot less time to learn.

He left the forest again,
wheeling over the countryside, over fields fallow for the winter, forests of
skeletal trees, and craggy mountain tops.  He marked the borders of Gwyneth,
then crossed them and winged his way through the surrounding cantrevs.

After a few days, he returned
to the evergreens that he had started from, becoming a man again.  His body
felt very heavy, and he felt like he plodded on the ground as he went back to
Caer Dathyl.  He did not enter the keep, but bought food from an inn just
inside the city gates.  The fire in the common room was warm and cheery, and a
bard played in the corner.  It made him want to sink into the floor, and when
the innkeeper suggested he take a room for the night, Gwydion agreed.  The bed
was thin and lumpy compared to his own in the keep, but he fell into it
gratefully and slept for twenty hours.

When he woke, he left the Caer
again, and headed out to the Sayont River.  The main channel flowed dark and
swift, but the edges were frozen, and in some cases covered with snow.  A
primordial fear gripped his heart as he slid cautiously towards the water.  He
had almost decided to head back to the shore and try it from the pier when the
ice split under him and he fell into the river.

The shock of it took his breath
away, and he felt the current catch his feet and drag him towards the center of
the river.  The weight of his clothes started dragging him under, and it took
all of his powers of concentration to form the image of a salmon in his head. 
As soon as he started changing, he felt a different type of panic, realizing
that his head was still above water.

He let himself submerge
completely, and felt the rush of water over his gills.  He felt like pure
muscle; he dove to the bottom of the river, where the water moved more slowly,
while he acquainted himself with his new shape.  It was like flying, but
without the drag of gravity.  He found himself darting all over, just because
he could.

He found that the cold water
made him feel a little sleepy, so he let the current carry him downstream
towards the sea, using flicks of his fins to keep him away from rocks and
submerged trees.  He didn’t worry about time, although he noticed the passing
of days by the alternating light and dark.  It took three days to get to the
mouth of the river, where warm currents from the ocean mixed with the wintery
river.  The salt water invigorated him like a slap to the face, and he raced
around the harbor, investigating all the nooks and crannies.  He found several
ships half buried in the mud, rotting, and full of tasty scavengers.  He also
found a couple of nets put out by hopeful fishermen, which he avoided.

He left the harbor after a
while and ventured into the open ocean.  The salt became stronger the further
out he went, and he began to cruise lazily just below the surface.  The weak
winter sun was not enough to warm the water, but he didn’t mind. In a fit of
energy, he propelled himself downwards, passing through water that went from
green to blue to black.  He could feel the weight of it crushing in upon him,
but he continued diving until it became too painful to continue.  He could see
bright spots all around him, evidence of some kind of life, but he did not
investigate too closely.  Instead, he slowly swam back towards the surface,
trading the dim phosphor glow for the bright yellow sun.

The bottom rose up to meet him,
and he found himself skirting a small, heavily forested island.  A shadow
passed overhead, and he rolled to look up at what it might be.  It took a
moment for his brain to register the eagle that was plummeting towards him, but
in a move that spoke of developing instincts, he pushed for shore and turned
into man, throwing up his arm in defense.

The eagle, clearly baffled at
the change, struck his arm a glancing blow, then shot up and away with a
frustrated cry.  Gwydion stood knee deep in the water, watching it wheel away
through the blue sky, feeling the wind drying the water from his face and
hair.  The absurdity of his situation suddenly struck him, and he began to
laugh.  It came out first as a low chuckle, but soon he was holding his sides
and laughing as loud as he could, startling a flock of sparrows from the
island, which made him laugh even more.  He calmed down after a few minutes,
and wiped away the tears from his eyes.  Then he thought about how to tell Gil
about what had just happened, and he started laughing again.

He waded to shore, and began to
gather firewood.  He found a sheltered spot in the trees to build his fire, and
spent several hours warming his bones and not thinking much.  The winds were
quiet.  He played his harp some, but mostly he just watched the dancing flames,
letting the moment be without any thought.  He did, however, smile more than he
had in a long while.

He woke the next morning next
to a cold pile of ashes, and moving proved to be difficult due to stiff
muscles.  He stumbled out to the shore to try and get his bearings, but he did
not remember how he got to the island.  He panicked for just a moment, then
shrugged it off.  He figured he had been swimming mostly west; he launched
himself into the air as an osprey, circled the island twice, and then began
flying into the rising sun.

He landed that evening on the
mainland, though he was still not quite sure what part of Glencairck he had
found.  He shapeshifted to a cat, and slunk through the alleys of the port
town, listening to the conversations of men in tavern doorways and merchants in
the streets.  He discovered to his surprise that he was in Airu instead of
Cairnecht.  He found a quiet spot where he could shift, going straight into
raven form, and followed the coast south until he recognized Afron at the mouth
of the Sayont River.  He followed the river until he was in the wilderness near
Caer Dathyl, where he became a man again, walking through forests traversed
only by animals.

He walked until he found a
stream that had clusters of birches around it.  He walked around several,
touching the bark and following the branches out to their tips.  The various
forms he had assumed had him thinking that becoming a tree was unnecessary, but
he was curious as well; he hadn’t been a plant yet.  Holding his hands above
him, and the image of the tree in his mind, he began the shape shift.  He felt
the change slower than before.  His toes stretched out into the dirt, and his
legs fused together.  His chest shrank to the size of his neck, and his arms
receded while his fingers lengthened.  His toes split and split again as they
pushed deeper into the soil.  Gwydion felt stretched to the breaking point when
the world seemed to stop.

He could feel the winter, knew
that it was nearly over.  He could not feel the wind at all, but the water in
the ground rushed past with a similar sound.  Days turned over, one after
another, but time felt curiously distant.  He sighed deeply as a peace he had
sought for months made its way into his heart.

He might have spent the winter
there by the stream, but he became aware of a group of men nearby.  He casually
expanded his awareness, feeling through his roots the thrumming of horse hoofs
on the forest floor, and through the whispering in his branches a discussion
among the trees about fire, and swords.  His tree thoughts were concerned with
the possibility of a forest fire, but the human core of him wondered what
business they were conducting far from other men, in an uninhabited portion of
the cantref.

He reluctantly assumed human
form again, and crept towards the men, sword in hand.  He stopped a few yards
back from their camp, hidden by the trees, using the wind to help him hear what
they were saying.

“Give it up, Iolgu.  It’s not
worth it.”

“Of course it is!” Iolgu said. 
“There are more marks to be had.  A bit of bad luck, and you’re ready to just
give up?”

“A bit of bad luck cost Filig
his life, you idiot.  I don’t want to be the next to experience that kind of
luck, no matter how trivial it might seem to you.”

“But I’m telling you, spring is
the best season,” Iolgu said.  “The marks are big and easy.  What do you think,
Dorath?”

“I think both of you of you had
better shut your gobs and remember who’s in charge around here.  I decide when
we’ve had enough.  And I decide which marks to go for.  Filig jumped out in
front of that merchant before I had a chance to see that he was carrying a
crossbow, and we were damn lucky to get away from there!  Now, once Felmid is
back, we’ll talk about what’s next.  Until then, shut it!”

The news of another man made
Gwydion uneasy, and he spun around just in time to see a thick branch being
swung at his head.  He tried to block it, but wasn’t fast enough, and the crack
on his jaw spun him into oblivion.

He woke to find himself bound
to a tree, arms stretched uncomfortably behind him.  He shook his head to try
and clear the fog, and a hand grabbed his hair and lifted his head.  “See?  I
told you I didn’t kill him.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re such a
genius, Felmid.”  The man who spoke stood up and wiped his hands on his leather
vest.  He stood close to seven feet tall, and was heavy with muscle.  A dark
scar ran down one cheek.

“Why didn’t you just kill him,
Dorath?” asked Iolgu.  He was thin and wiry, with a dark bristly beard.

“You don’t recognize him?”
Dorath asked.  “It’s the heir apparent.”

The fourth man whistled.  “Now
that’s luck, indeed.  I’ll bet Math will pay a pretty penny to get him back.”

Gwydion’s head was clearing,
and he considered his options.  Dorath came over and squatted in front of him. 
“How much do you think you’re worth, eh?”  His breath was foul and Gwydion saw
plenty of missing teeth.  He also didn’t look as powerful with his sallow skin
and bloodshot eyes.

“Nothing,” Gwydion answered.

The smug smile faded.  “What? 
How do you mean, nothing?”

“I mean, if my uncle finds out
that the likes of you captured me, he’ll kill me himself before paying you one
coin of ransom.”

Felmid took a hissing breath.  “You
lie!”

“It’s a trick!” Iolgu said.  “It
has to be!”

Dorath’s concern faded back to
a grin.  “That’s right,” he said.  “I heard you think you’re cleverer than
everyone else.  Well, it won’t help you this time, boy.”

Gwydion grinned in return.  “It
already has,” he said, and shapeshifted into a raven.

The bandits cried out as the
ropes fell away and he flew up into the trees.  He spotted his sword and his
harp beside where he had been bound, and he led the men on a chase through the
trees, drawing them further from their camp.  When he figured they had gone far
enough, he turned and sped back towards them, causing them to dive out of the
way, cursing.  He landed in human form, scooped up his sword, and turned to
face his foes.

Iolgu reached him first,
attacking with a wild cry and his sword held high.  Gwydion didn’t even think
about what to do; he simply stepped inside the man’s guard and thrust his sword
in his belly, twisting as he did.  The spray of blood shocked him, but he could
not stop to even be sick; Felmid was already upon him.

Gwydion feinted twice, and was
parried both times.  He saw the unnamed bandit moving around him, trying to
come at him from behind.  He considered the possibilities, then made a lighting
attack towards Felmid, driving him back momentarily.  That allowed Gwydion to flip
Iolgu’s sword off the ground with his foot.  He grabbed it backwards, a move
that he had only read about before.  The blade laid the length of his forearm.

The two bandits were coming
towards him again, and Felmid feinted, forcing Gwydion back, and within range
of the other bandit.  Gwydion saw his blade coming down, and threw up his arm,
using Iolgu’s blade as a shield.  The man cursed and tried to hit low, but
Gwydion blocked that move, too.

Felmid was advancing again. 
Gwydion wanted to flee, but the adrenaline made him want to finish the job as
well.  He backed up so that he was against a tree, and fended off several
attacks.  He noticed Dorath standing off to the side, looking a bit bored with
the whole affair.  It made his blood even hotter.

He reacted by fighting more
defensively, trying to draw the men into making a mistake.  When Dorath said, “Come
on, he’s just a boy,” Gwydion knew that he had them.

The unnamed bandit fell first,
from a lightning slash from Gwydion’s reversed sword that caught him across the
face.  He fell to the ground screaming and cursing.  Gwydion turned his full
wrath on Felmid, using both swords in a vicious attack.  He soon struck an
unprotected spot on his shoulder, and despite Felmid’s pleas, followed it with
a death blow to the heart.

The unnamed bandit was crawling
towards Dorath, who looked on him with disgust.  “Please, Dorath, help me!” the
man cried.

“Gladly,” Dorath said.  He drew
his sword, a heavy blade nearly the size of a claymore, and with a single chop,
severed the man’s head from his shoulders.

“I’m not sure whether to curse
you or thank you, boy,” he said, wiping the big blade on the dead man’s cloak. 
“You’ve cost me several good men, but then again, I don’t have to worry about
splitting the gold we’ve gathered with them, either.  Or about splitting the
gold I’m going to get from your ransom, either.”

Gwydion was breathing hard,
swallowing bile from the stench of blood.  “You seem awfully sure about
catching me, considering that I’ve just killed all your men.”

“Of course I do.  Because I’m
pretty sure I know what will make you lay down your weapons.”  He put one heavy
boot on the harp case.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Gwydion
said.

“Wouldn’t I?” Dorath asked.  “I
have seen you play.  You look like a little girl with her first crush.  I’ll
bet this harp means more to you than your title.  Maybe more than your life.” 
He leaned on the case, and Gwydion could hear the leather creak against the
strain.

Gwydion laid down the swords.  “You
may be right about that,” he said.

Dorath grinned, and scooped up
the harp case, slinging it onto his back.  “Gods, that was easier than I
expected,” he said.  “And I suppose I can get you to agree not shapeshift after
I tie you up, right?”

Gwydion’s shoulders slumped. “I
promise,” he said.

Dorath came up and kicked the
swords away.  Towering over Gwydion, he said “I was beginning to think you were
going to be a challenge, did you know that?”

“You have underestimated me so
far,” Gwydion said.

“But I’ve got your precious
harp, and your promise.  And you idiots with your honor keep your word.  I know
I didn’t underestimate that about you.”

“True,” Gwydion said.  “But I
didn’t promise not to shapeshift before you
tied me up.”  He waited for just a moment to see Dorath’s reaction, and then
turned into a bear.

Dorath went from looking down
at an abject prisoner to looking up into a growling face.  He turned to run,
but Gwydion grabbed the harp case and pulled him back.  Dorath slipped out of
the straps and scrambled away.  Gwydion set the harp down gently and gave
chase.

His new shape felt lumbering,
but he covered ground quickly, and tripped up the bandit with one swipe of his
paw.  Dorath tried to draw his sword as he fell, but couldn’t get it out of the
scabbard before Gwydion reared up and hit him again, knocking his shoulder out
of joint with a sickening crunch.

Dorath fell to his knees.  “Mercy,”
he said.  “I beg of you.”

Gwydion hesitated, and Dorath
came up with a dagger, which he plunged into Gwydion’s side.  Gwydion roared in
rage and cuffed him away, leaving deep gouges in his leather vest.  Dorath
tried to charge again, and Gwydion fell on top of him, pinning him with the
dagger underneath and crushing his dislocated shoulder.  Dorath screamed and
squirmed, trying to escape.  Gwydion bit down once, snapping his neck in
powerful jaws.

He rolled off the bandit and
shifted back to his human form.  Holding the wound in his side closed, he
staggered over to his harp, cradling it as best he could.  “Uncle! Help me!” he
cried.

A strong wind jumped up and
shrieked through the forest.  The pain from his wound began to make his vision
blur, but he saw the ghost form of his uncle appear in front of him.  “Nephew! 
What has happened here?”

“Bandits,” Gwydion said through
gritted teeth.  “I killed them all, but I am injured.  Can you help me?”

“Of course.”

Gwydion felt the world shift
beneath him, and he was momentarily in a world that was not Glencairck, but
there was another shift, and he was in the tower.  He heard Math calling for
the physician and for attendants to help him.  The tower felt so hot after the
forest, but he could not move even to take off his heavy clothes.

Hands were helping him, prying
the harp away, stripping him and laying him flat.  Blethin, the physician, was
probing his side with sure fingers, but each touch felt like fire.  “It’s not
too bad,” he said to Math.  “A bit deep, and there has been some blood loss,
obviously.  I think we can stitch him up, and he’ll be fine in a few days.”

“Would you oversee his care?”
Math said.

“As my lord wishes,” Blethin
said.  “Alright lads, get him on the blanket.  Gently, gently.  Now everyone
lift.”

Gwydion felt himself rise into
the air, and promptly blacked out.



Math let Gwydion have a few
days of uninterrupted rest.  Gil came to see him though, and marveled at
Gwydion’s adventures.  The shapeshifting didn’t interest him, but he wanted to
hear about the bandits over and over.  When Math summoned him to the tower
several days later, Gwydion figured his uncle had heard the story nearly as many
times as he had told it, and he was right.  But Math had a question that Gil
had never thought to ask.

“Why didn’t you just flee when
you had the chance?”

Gwydion had spent plenty of
hours asking himself that very question.  “I think that I felt responsible for
taking care of the problem.”

“Why?”

“I am your heir apparent.  They
knew it, I knew it, but even more, any other people that they had robbed or
killed would have known it, too.  And even though those victims may never have
known that I ran away, the robbers would have.  They didn’t need any more
encouragement.”

Math smiled.  “Very good,
nephew.  You have finally shown signs of duty, and honor.”

“Thank you, uncle,” Gwydion
said with a bow.

“There is just one thing left
to ask: are you comfortable in your own skin again?”

Once again, Gwydion had spent
lots of time asking himself the same thing.  “I have taken many forms now,” he
said.  “Most I took with plenty of forethought, but I have also practiced the
shift itself, moving from skin to skin.  And when the time came, I was able to
take a new form, one that I had not tried before, without any thought of
whether it was safe, or whether I might lose myself.  Because I knew who I was,
and I knew, finally, that I was in control.”

“Would you always shapeshift in
a battle?”

“Hardly ever,” Gwydion said.  “It
would reveal too much of my power, and make the general populace trust me even
less.”

“Excellent reasoning, nephew.” 
Math looked through his wide windows, where the winds swirled the fat flakes of
a late snowfall, but did not bring them into the tower.  He said, “I have a new
task for you.”

“Yes, uncle?”

“I want you to tour the caer. 
Meet the people that you will be lord of one day, and learn of their cares and
concerns.”

Gwydion glanced out at the
snow.  “It hardly seems the right time.”

“I want you to leave after
Beltain,” Math said.  “You will be my full heir then, the Tanist of Gwynedd.  I
expect you to be ready to fulfill your duties as such.”

“Of course,” Gwydion said.

“Spend your time reading about
our land in the library.  Bethyl will guide you.”

“Thank you.”

“And take your harp; you will
find that it will open doors that your rank will not.”

After he had left the tower,
Goewin said, “I never thought I would miss the rogue in him.”

Math smiled.  “He is dealing
will quite a bit right now.  He will be back to himself soon enough.”

Goewin sighed, “And I suppose I
will miss this part of him when it does.”

“My dear,” Math said, “Your
wisdom is extraordinary.”

“My lord is too kind,” she
said, blushing.

They sat awhile in silence,
until Math said, “Who would you trust more, the rogue Gwydion or the serious
young man that he seems to be now?”

“Neither,” Goewin said.  “I
still think he’s up to something, whether he’s staying silent or using his
charm.”

“Perhaps that is the problem,”
Math said.  “Everyone has an opinion of him already, and it seems to be set no
matter how he changes.”
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