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Chapter 1: Tanist
Gwydion ap Don dressed in
his finest red trousers with the yellow silk tunic embroidered with a great red
dragon.  His four colored cloak, clasped with a dragon shaped pin, had more
muted colors.  The room was closed except for a single window, and every now
and then he could hear a stray comment brought to him by the cool spring wind. 
He brushed his long chestnut hair, wiped a scuff off his boot, and proceeded to
the great hall.

Caer Dathyl,
the center of authority in Gwynedd, was in the midst of the annual Beltain
festival.  Gwydion stepped into a courtyard full of people dancing, eating, and
singing.  Musicians offered widely scattered songs, but somehow it all came
into a delightful harmony.  Several pretty girls tried to draw him into the
festivities, but he shook them off gently and continued to the hall.

The massive
doors, tall as three men and thick enough to withstand a siege, stood wide open
to the courtyard, and people passed freely in and out of the hall.  He could
see soldiers scattered throughout the crowd, charged with keeping the peace,
but none guarded the hall doors proper.  Gwynedd was a strong cantref, and Caer
Dathyl feared no hostile interruption.

Conversation
ceased as Gwydion passed.  He barely noticed; his attention was focused on Math
ap Mathonwy, Lord Gwynedd, who sat on a dais at the far end of the hall,
stroking his long white beard, with his feet in the lap of the beautiful young
woman Goewin.  Like Gwydion, he was dressed in reds and yellows, but his
clothes were more ornate and peppered with jewels, and his cloak had five
colors in it.

Talyn the
Bard stood slightly behind the gilded couch Math lay on, playing a song that
could not be heard above the din.  But as Gwydion strode towards the dais, the
hall began to quiet down, and he could hear what the bard had chosen, and it
made him smile; it was a song he himself had composed more than a year ago,
when he thought his only skill was with the harp.  Now he could hear the winds
like Math did, and had learned to be fearsome warrior as well, much to
everyone’s surprise.

Gwydion
climbed the steps and knelt at Math’s side.  The old man regarded him for a
moment before placing a hand on the young man’s head.  He looked out at his
people and said, “My nephew Gwydion ap Don is now seventeen, and has shown
himself worthy.  I hereby proclaim him to be Tanist of Gwynedd, the full heir
of my power and my cantref, speaking in my name and acting on my behalf.  Does
anyone gainsay this choice?”

The crowd signaled their
approval, and Math released the pin on Gwydion’s cloak, letting it fall to the
floor.  Talyn stepped forward, and placed a new cloak on his shoulders, with
five bright colors.  Math closed the pin, and Gwydion got to his feet.  Math
looked into his eyes for a moment, nodded, and turned back to the crowd.  “We
will now retire to the feast.

The crowd responded with a
great cheer, which was welcomed by an answering cheer brought on the wind. 
Gwydion looked to Math, who simply nodded.  Gwydion left the dais and entered
the festival, but even away from his uncle, the wind insisted on bringing him
every scrap of sound that it could.

He didn’t know what had
changed, but he spent the rest of the Beltain festival barely able to hear
anyone through all the noise in his head.  Even at night, by himself, the wind
came under the door with voices from all over the caer.  He didn’t know if Math
had made the change, or becoming Tanist had caused it, but every door that
opened brought new scraps of conversation, and venturing into the open was like
descending into a boisterous crowd, even if there was no one about.

The festival ended after a
week, and Gwydion’s normal training resumed.  His morning run and weapons
training did not go too badly, despite the ruckus in his head, but it became
much worse as he stood in Math’s tower after lunch, with its wide windows open
to every direction.  He saw Math’s mouth moving, but couldn’t make out the
words. 

“I’m sorry,” Gwydion said. 
“Could you repeat that?”

“I said, are you ready to
tour the caer and take my greetings to my lairds and chieftains?” Math said
with a touch of sternness.

“I think so,” Gwydion
answered.  “But I don’t know.  The winds are starting driving me to
distraction.  Is there any way to limit what I hear?”

“Practice,” Math said.  “The
winds see you as a new toy, and it is up to you to convince them otherwise.”

“Are the winds sentient
then?”

“Not quite,” Math said
slowly.  “You are like a flag.  Until recently, you were furled, and the wind
had nothing to do with you.  Now, you are unfurled, and the wind is flapping
your colors for all to see.  And it is new and unusual, and neither you nor the
wind is used to it.  But after a while, it will become natural and normal.”



Less than a week later,
Gwydion left the caer and headed towards the outlying areas of the cantref.  He
half expected Math to send him with an escort or a bodyguard, but Math said he
had proven himself perfectly capable of taking care of himself by himself. 
Gwydion knew that the winds would be telling Math about anything he did as
well.  He was told to be back by Samhain, which gave him almost six months to
wander through the country.

He had hoped that being away
from all the people in Caer Dathyl would decrease the noise in his head, but he
found that the winds still went out of their way to bring them to him.  On the
windswept moors he heard every grunt from every shepherd, and as he passed
through the mountains, he heard voices in languages that he didn’t understand;
he could only guess how far they had been carried.

In every dun he came to, he
announced himself as the Tanist, and was treated with polite but guarded
respect.  He used his harp to break the tension.  Trying to concentrate on the
playing while ignoring the winds made his head hurt, but he made the best of
it.  He heard whispers about his remoteness or aloofness, but he couldn’t do
much else but muddle through.  He continued on this way for a month as the last
bit of spring gave way to the heat of summer, which didn’t help him any.   

One night, he was playing for
a laird and his people, some one hundred souls in all, after a dinner of
roasted boar that Gwydion had politely declined.  The people, curious about his
refusal to eat the pork, whispered while he played, and the winds seemed intent
upon bringing him every remark.  The buzz in his ears was worse than normal,
affecting his playing.

The laird noticed.  “Lord?”
he asked politely.  “Is there something wrong?  You have a reputation for being
a fine harp player.  Are you distracted by something?”

Gwydion looked at the man,
remembering his name: Moryus.  “I apologize if my playing has been offensive,
laird Moryus.  Truly, I have much on my mind these days.”  And in my ears, he
thought.

Moryus nodded.  “Taking on
new responsibilities will do that.  Tales of you have been circulating
throughout the cantref, some of which seem too outrageous to believe.”

Gwydion knew that the tale of
the bandits, complete with his shape shifting, had gotten out, most likely from
Gil.  Gwydion cursed him offhandedly; steps were already being taken by Math,
who used Bran to spread the counter rumor that some people were so skeptical of
Gwydion’s ability that they had included shape shifting into the tale to
explain how Gwydion had been able to defeat anyone.  Still, the true tale had
better legs than any of them had expected.

One of the farmers left the
hall, letting in a fresh wind from the outside.  It insisted on bringing
Gwydion all the noise from the yard, from the lowing cattle and the men talking
about the crops to the squeaking rats and the sound of a scullery maid
sweeping.  He saw Moryus speaking again, but could not hear his words.  Gwydion
could feel a headache developing behind his eyes.

He nodded at Moryus and made
affirmative noises in what he hoped were the appropriate places.  He touched
the strings of the harp in his lap, strumming them lightly.  The music had
helped soothe him before, and maybe he could use it to stave off the pain
before it got too bad.

He used his mind to twist the
notes a little, and the noise of the winds began to die down.  Moryus voice
became clearer; the laird was telling him a story about a cattle raid.  Gwydion
didn't know how the topic had wandered into that area, but he didn't care.  He
was reveling in the fact that he could hear the man at all.

“So that's how I focused on
the task at hand,” Moryus said, “Even with all the shouting men and cattle
running all about.”

“Thank you, laird,” Gwydion
said.  “You have been very helpful.  Very helpful indeed.”

Moryus looked flattered. 
“Would you like to try it, my lord?  Would you play us one last song for the
night?”

“Yes, I think I will.”

Gwydion lifted his harp but
into playing position, and set his fingers to the strings.  “To make up for my
poor performance thus far, and to thank you for your story, laird Moryus, I
shall now play the Cattle Raid of Coomly.”

Throughout the hall, people
sat up, and shushed their neighbors who hadn't heard.  The Cattle Raid was one
of the three great stories of Glencairck, and as the telling of it often took
hours, it was normally reserved for special occasions.  Moryus flushed to the
roots of his hair, flattered beyond words that Gwydion would give them such a
treat.

But Gwydion, having
discovered a way of hiding from the winds, had also discovered that he could
think clearly for the first time in days.  He analyzed not only how he was
using the music, but also it exactly how it affected the winds.  The length of
the story gave him time to play, seeing how many or how few of the winds he
could let in at one time, and testing whether or not he could expand the
influence of his magic.  All the lessons that Math had given him came into
play, but even so, he gained only the broadest understanding of what he was
doing by the time the song came to an end.

Laird Moryus rubbed his
eyes.  “My lord,” he said, “Forgive me for questioning your talent.  And many
thanks both for me and my people.”

The folk of the caer began
streaming out, letting in the cold, grey light of early dawn.  Many were
yawning, but all were smiling, and Gwydion watched them go, knowing that he too
would sleep well.  “The thanks are mine,” he said.  “You have given me a
greater gift than you know.”



Gwydion slept most of the
day, awakening in time for the evening meal, where he was greeted more warmly
than he had been in a long time.  Laird Moryus bowed to him, and when the food
came around, offered him the first choice.  The same form had been followed the
night before, but it now felt genuine, not merely protocol.

After the meal, everyone
looked to Gwydion expectantly, and he said with a laugh, “I doubt that I can
play all night again.”

“Just a few songs,” Laird
Moryus said.  “Perhaps a bit of dancing, and a story or two— “

The door banged open, and a
farmer rushed in.  “Cattle raid,” he said, trying to talk and catch his breath
at the same time.  “Dyfedians, ten or so, Cofach’s dun.”

Moryus called for his sword
and his horse, and Gwydion quietly put his harp away and checked his own
blade.  He followed the men of the caer into the courtyard, and saddled his
horse.  The laird did a double take to see him in the group.  “Tanist!” he
exclaimed.  “You can’t go with us! Your uncle would raze my caer if something
happened to you.”

“My uncle sent me out to tour
the cantref with no escort,” Gwydion replied.  “He expects me to take care of
myself.”

Moryus looked like he was
swallowing a hundred arguments.  “Fine,” he managed to say.  “But do not expect
us to wait for you, or to defend you.”

Gwydion nodded, and the group
was off through the gates, pounding towards the southern part of the caer. 
Gwydion kept up easily, but did not try to stay near the head; instead he
lingered towards the back and simply followed the wild dash through the hills. 
It took over an hour of hard riding before they saw the dull red of a fire
ahead.

Moryus spurred his horse even
faster and pulled up sharp in front of the chieftain.  “Hail Cofach!” he
called.  “Where do you need us?”

The chieftain looked like he
was made of old leather, and he squinted up at his laird.  “We've got the fire
under control,” he said.  “But those robbers took off towards their lands with
a good dozen kine.  It'll slow them; you should be able to catch them if you
hurry.”  He spat on the ground.  “Dirty Dyfedians.”

Moryus led the group in the
direction the chieftain had pointed.  After riding a bit, he stopped and got
off his horse to examine a fresh pile of dung.  “Twenty minutes ago,” he said. 
“Now lads, what say you?  Shall we try to surprise them, or just come on them
like a pack of hounds?”

“Hounds!” his men yelled.

“And the Tanist?” Moryus
asked.  “What say you?”

“It's my first cattle raid,”
Gwydion answered.  “I bow to your leadership.”

“Hounds it is then,” Moryus
said.  “There only look to be five or six, so let's run them back over the
river where they belong.  No blood unless they force us though; you all know
Math's rules.”

Gwydion didn't, but he held
his tongue.  The men checked their weapons again and were off, streaming
through the hills.  The path narrowed, descending into a steep sided valley. 
The terrain slowed them, and Gwydion sniffed the wind with sudden suspicion. 
The winds brought him whispers and the creak of a bow being drawn.

He pulled back hard and in
the loudest voice he had, bellowed, “Ambush!”

The riders ahead of him
pulled up in confusion, and an arrow whistled by Laird Moryus.  “Fall back!” he
yelled as the warriors brought around their shields.

“To the left!” yelled Gwydion. 
The men shifted their shields just in time, and several arrows clunked against
them.

Gwydion looked around and
spotted a thin trail leading with a few fresh hoof prints leading out of the
valley.  He spurred his horse and charged up to the ridge, where six Dyfedians
still held cocked bows, looking for openings.  He let out a tremendous roar and
drew his sword.  They had just enough time to look up before he was among them,
bowling them over.

He wheeled his horse around
for another charge and found himself facing a tall man with a four-colored
cloak.  “Who are you?” the man demanded.  “You’re not one of Moryus’ regular
warriors.  You’re just a boy.”

“I am Gwydion.”

“The new Tanist of Gwynedd?” 
The man whistled.  “You should fetch a handsome ransom.”

“You’ll have to capture me
first.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.  I
have a half dozen men with bows after all.”

“Had,” Gwydion said.  The man
looked behind him where Moryus’ men were grappling with the Dyfedians.  Moryus
pulled up beside Gwydion.  “It’s all but over, Deykin.  Give up the cattle and
go home.”

Deykin cursed, and Gwydion
saw a dagger drop out of his sleeve into his hand.  The man’s eyes darted back
and forth, but Gwydion knew who he hated more, and threw his shield in front of
Moryus.  The dagger clattered off the hard wood, and Deykin used the
distraction to make his escape.

“Should we go after him?”
Gwydion asked.

Moryus didn’t answer
directly.  “That’s the second time in a night you’ve saved my life.  If you
want to give chase, my sword is yours.”

Gwydion shifted
uncomfortably.  “I did what I could to help, that’s all.”

Moryus grinned suddenly. 
“Let Deykin go nurse his wounded pride.  He’s been getting desperate, but I
think we’ll let him be for tonight.  Have you ever driven cattle before?”

Gwydion helped the men get
the cows safely home, where Cofach thanked them warmly.  Moryus told him of
Gwydion’s exploits, embellishing it more than a bard, and Cofach offered his
hall for a feast.  They spent the day there, and more people arrived from surrounding
caers to join the celebration.  Gwydion felt like they were overdoing it, and
as Moryus told the tale once more to a rapt audience, he managed to pull Cofach
aside.

“Am I missing something?” he
asked.  “Moryus seems to be making this out to be much more important than it
is.”

The chieftain eyed him up and
down.  “You said this is your first cattle raid,” he said slowly.  “Do ya know
much about these things?”

Gwydion shrugged.  “Just the
stories.  Like the Cattle Raid of Coomly.”

“So you think all cattle
raids end in war?”

“No, of course not.”

Cofach nodded.  “And you are
training as a warrior, so you reacted like one.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Not at all!” Cofach said
quickly.  “But cattle raids are usually like a game of capture the flag, but
for grownups.  I steal some of your cattle, you steal them back.  Then next
time you may do the stealing first.  See how it goes?  And death is rare, and
never sought.”

“But Deykin—”

“Oh, aye, he’s a bad one,”
Cofach said.  “His brother was killed in a cattle raid some years ago.  Nothing
malicious mind, but he fell off his horse and broke his neck when Moryus was
chasing them back over the border.”  He shook his head.  “An accident and a
tragedy, it was.  But it has long been thought Deykin sought the Laird’s blood,
and now we know for sure.”

“And I saved Moryus’ life.”

“Twice, mind you,” Cofach
said.  “He’d follow you over a cliff, he would.”

Gwydion focused on the
chieftain.  “And what do you think?”

Cofach shrugged.  “You’ve
proven yourself when you didn’t even have to be involved.  I don’t know you,
but I trust my Laird, and I will follow him when he follows you.”

“Thank you.”

Cofach just grunted in reply,
but Gwydion could tell he was pleased.  He left the next day, but found the
story had sped ahead of him.  He spent the rest of the summer among a much more
open and accepting people than he had expected.  And he gained an appreciation
for their rough and tumble lives that made him feel strangely humble, as though
he could never live up to their expectations of him.












Chapter 2: Company

Gwydion had just turned his
steps north towards Caer Dathyl when he encountered a bardic company on the
road.  He didn’t recognize any of them, but their leader, a gangly man with
unruly black hair, said, “Hail, Tanist!” in a voice that was much deeper than
Gwydion had expected.

Gwydion knew enough about the
bards to bow and say, “Hail, Ollave.  Where are you and your company headed?”

“To Dyfed for a bit,” the man
answered.  “I am Ollave Aodhgán, and I am leading this company throughout
Cairnecht this season.”

“I am sure my uncle has
already given you welcome, but allow me to add my own,” Gwydion said.

“Math did indeed feast us
well these last two months,” Aodhgán said.

“You’ve been at Caer Dathyl
that long?” Gwydion said.

“Well, I have.”  He gestured
to his company.  “These fine bards have been out judging among the small caers
and duns, wandering much as I hear you have.”

“I’m surprised I haven’t run
into any of them,” Gwydion said.

“As are we,” a young bard
with straight brown hair said.

“But we are met now,” Aodhgán
said.  “If you have a few hours, perhaps we could share a meal, and maybe swap
a story or two?”

“I would like that,” Gwydion
said.

They found a place off the
road to set up camp.  Two of the bards went to a nearby stream for water, two
more made a fire, two took care of the horses, and two began setting up tents. 
Gwydion sat next to Aodhgán, watching it all with a twinge of guilt.  “Isn’t
there something I can do?”

“Not really,” Aodhgán said. 
“We have this down pretty well, as you can see.”

“Are all bardic companies
this organized?”

One of the bards, a young
woman carrying an armload of firewood snorted.  Aodhgán said, “Not really, as
Eithne’s reaction might indicate.  But I like to keep my company in good order.”

“I see,” Gwydion said.

“But while we wait for
dinner, could I pick your brains a bit?” Aodhgán said.  “We like to get a feel
for the lay of the land as we travel, but your people are a bit tight lipped
with outsiders, even when they wear the star of the bards.”

Gwydion grinned.  “I get some
of that myself.”

“But I hear that you’ve
proven yourself to some of your lairds and chieftains,” Aodhgán said.

“It wasn’t much,” Gwydion
shrugged.

“So you didn’t save Laird
Moryus from an ambush and a thrown dagger?  And on your first ever cattle raid
no less?”

“Well, yes,” Gwydion said. 
“But I have heard some of the stories from that night as well, and I did not
turn into either a ravenous wolf or an angry bull.”

“Too bad,” Aodhgán said.  “It
makes the story more interesting.  Can you tell me what did happen?”

“Why?” Gwydion said.

“The truth is important to
us,” Aodhgán said.  “We like the tall tales as much as anyone, and will
embellish when we feel it’s warranted, but we also like to keep an accurate
account of things.”

“I thought you guys just
judged when you travelled.”

“That’s only part of our
job,” Aodhgán said.  One of the bards handed them each a plate with a slice of
ham and cheese and a crust of bread on the side.  “Thank you, Essoghan,” he
said.  The bard sketched a quick bow, and joined the others around the fire
with their own plates.  

“What kinds of things came up
in Caer Dathyl?” Gwydion said.  “If you can talk about it, that is.”

“We can about some,” Aodhgán
said.  “But how about your stories for ours?  Would that be a fair trade?”

Gwydion said, “I think it
might be.”

He spent dinner telling them
about the cattle raid, and about the other caers and duns he had visited. 
Occasionally one of the other bards would interject a comment about a judgment
that had been made in that area either before or after Gwydion’s visit.  As
dinner wound down, Gwydion said, “I’m surprised I didn’t hear about these
judgments, or even that the bards were around.”

“Why would you?” Aodhgán
said.

“Well, I am Tanist.”

“Ah, but it sounds as though
you have only recently proven yourself to your people.”

“There is that,” Gwydion
said.  “It makes me even more surprised that the people would open up to you at
all.”

“We are bards,” Aodhgán
said.  “Our tradition spans centuries, and we have proven ourselves many times
over.”

“At Caer Dathyl, people
always bring their complaints to Math to be judged.”

“And that’s proper,” Aodhgán
said.  “But suppose that Math’s judgment was suspect for some reason.”

“No one would accuse Math of
such a thing,” Gwydion said quickly.

“I’m not saying they would,”
Aodhgán said.  “Okay, think about the Ard Righ.  One of his sons, Bessac, is
known to be a bit of a rowdy, and he has gotten into trouble a time or two. 
Would you take a complaint about him to Ard Righ Fergus, who is known to be
much more lenient with his sons than he should be?”

“Not if there is a history of
him going easy on Bessac.”

“And there is.  So who do you
seek justice from?”

Gwydion nodded.  “So that is
the role of the bards.  To provide an impartial decision.”

Aodhgán shrugged.  “Mind you,
we’re only human, too.  We don’t always get it right, but we try very hard, and
we’re trained for it.”

“What happens if someone
feels the bards are wrong?”

“You can take it to the Pen
Bardd,” Aodhgán said.  “He consults everyone before making a final decision,
but his word is final.”

“It seems like that would go
to his head,” Gwydion said.

Aodhgán nodded.  “Power can
be seductive, and we always have the example of Cathbar, who overthrew the Ard
Righ and set himself up as the King Bardd.  Notice, though that it was the
bards themselves who overthrew Cathbar in turn, and restored the High
Kingship.”

“Like you said, you’re
trained for it.”

“We sure are,” Aodhgán said. 
“So if you hear of something in your travels, feel free to seek us out. 
There’s usually a bardic company nearby, but even a free bard or Bard Teulu has
the right to make a judgment.”

“Thank you,” Gwydion said. 
“I will keep that in mind.”  

“Now, how about a song or
two?” Aodhgán said, pulling out his harp.  The other bards began pulling out
instruments, including a fiddle, a bodhran, and a flute.

“I thought all bards played
the harp,” Gwydion said as he pulled his own from its case.

“And we do,” Aodhgán said. 
“But all bards have a secondary instrument, which is good, because let’s face
it: nine harps playing are pretty boring.  So every night, in my company, we
play something different.  Sometimes we even try out new instruments, to
stretch our skills.”

Gwydion watched as Eithne
gave her pan pipes to another bard, and took his uillean pipes in return.  Her
face clearly indicated that she felt she had gotten the worse deal.

“What would happen,” he said,
“if a bard had a disagreement with another bard?”

“Ah, yes,” Aodhgán said. 
“Well, we try to keep it from happening, of course…”

“But you’re only human,”
Gwydion said.

“That we are.  So a bard may
challenge another bard, with the only weapon we have: satire.”

“And then what?” Gwydion
prompted.

Aodhgán looked around. 
“Look,” he said, “This is not really for non-bards, okay?”

“Is it secret?”

“No, not exactly,” Aodhgán
said. “But would you want to talk about how you and your Uncle settle your
disagreements?”

“He just tells me what to do,
and I do it,” Gwydion said.  “It’s not a mystery.”

“But do you like that
arrangement, where your uncle’s word is law?”

Gwydion laughed.  “Sure, I’d
like him to see my point of view more often.”

“You laugh, but it covers
some bitterness.  Would you like to explain?”

“No,” Gwydion said slowly. 
“No, I wouldn’t.”

“And that’s what I’m talking
about,” Aodhgán said.  “Yes, bards sometimes disagree.  But I’m not comfortable
going into the details with you.  It’s a little personal.”

“Okay, I get it,” Gwydion
said.  “So why you don’t just call in another bard to render judgment?”

“Depending on the nature of
the disagreement, we might,” Aodhgán said.  “And depending on what you and your
uncle disagreed about, you could, too.”

Gwydion plucked a string
mindlessly.  “I can’t think of a time when I would want to do that.”

“That’s not a bad thing, you
know,” Aodhgán said.  “Do you know The Plooboy Laddie?”

Gwydion shook his head.  “It
doesn’t sound familiar.”

“It’s pretty easy,” Aodhgán
said.  “We use it to warm up, and get used to whatever we’re playing.  Listen
to the opening phrase, and see if you can copy it.”  He played a simple
melody.  Gwydion watched his fingers while he listened, and managed to play it
back fairly smoothly.

“Excellent!” Aodhgán said. 
“Just keep playing that; it repeats throughout the song.  When you’re comfortable,
throw in a riff or change up.  And away we go!”

Gwydion played with the bards
for a couple of hours, and even tried his hand at some of the other
instruments, although he did not care for any of them.  He had never been with
a group who loved music the way he did, and it surprised him how at ease he
felt.  For their part, the bards treated him not as an outsider, but as a
distant cousin just discovered.  Gwydion was careful to use no magic, but the
winds left him alone for the most part anyway.  As it got later, bards bowed
out and retreated to their tents, until all that remained were Aodhgán and
himself.

A great yawn interrupted
Gwydion’s playing, and he said, “Many pardons.”

Aodhgán waved it away.  “It’s
late.  We should both be asleep.”

“I know, but I’m having too
much fun,” Gwydion said.  “You’re not like other Ollam I’ve met.”

“Like who?” Aodhgán said.

“Kyle.”

Aodhgán nodded.  “He was
there when you were named heir apparent, right?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised,
that you know, but it still catches me off guard,” Gwydion said.

Aodhgán shrugged.  “It’s part
of my duties to know these things.  I can also guess that Kyle came off as a
pompous windbag.”

“I would never put it that
way,” Gwydion said.

“But I would,” Aodhgán said. 
He shrugged.  “There are some of the Ollam that are like that.  I hope that I
showed you a different side to us tonight.”

“That you did!” Gwydion
said.  “So much so, that I wish I could go with you tomorrow.”

Aodhgán began putting away
his harp.  “We all have things we wish he could do.”

Gwydion took the hint and
pulled his harp case up onto his lap.  “I could at least escort you to the
border.”

“I would like that,” Aodhgán
said.  “Until the morning then.”

Gwydion spent the next two
days with them, playing every time they stopped, and generally seeing the world
through their eyes.  At the Dyfi River, he bade them farewell, saying, “Luck in
your travels.”

“And in yours,” Aodhgán
replied.

Gwydion shrugged.  “My time
on the road is almost done, I’m afraid.  I might stop at another caer or two,
but it is time for me to return to Caer Dathyl.”

“And our time does not end
until the snow flies,” Aodhgán said.  “We’ll spend a couple of months in Dyfed,
and then we’ll probably winter in Clwyd.  But perhaps we’ll swing through
Gwynedd again in the spring or summer.”

“It would be good to see
you,” Gwydion said.  Watching them ford the river into Dyfed, Gwydion had a
sudden impulse to join them and abandon his responsibilities.  But instead he
heaved a great sigh, and turned towards home.












Chapter 3: Plans

“I want her, Gwydion, and I
think she wants me too.”

The two young men rode
through the forest east of Caer Dathyl, taking their leisure while the dogs
sniffed out a deer.

“Gil, you're dreaming.  She's
completely devoted to Math, and you're not going to change that.”

“But if I could just get her
alone for a while...”

Gwydion laughed.  “What, you
think you can sweet talk her into to loving you?  How long do you think she's
alone in a day, anyway?  She spends all of her time holding the old man's
feet.”

“No she doesn’t,” Gil said. 
“I talk to her at night, in the great hall, after Math goes to bed.”

“So seduce her then.”

Gil snorted.  “Right, with a
hall full of people watching.  Not even you are that bold.”

“But it’s night, and she’s
ready for bed…” Gwydion said.

“She would never do anything
if she thought Math might call.  And he does you know, at all hours of the day
and night.”  Gilventhy slapped his riding gloves on his pommel.  “We've got to
lure him away for a while.”

Gwydion pulled up sharply. 
“Now you're talking idiocy,” he said, all traces of mirth gone.  “You know that
the only time he would be without a footholder is if he went to war, and when
do you think that will happen?”

“It could happen anytime,”
Gilventhy said defensively.  “Gwynedd has plenty of enemies.”

“And none of them are crazy
enough to attack us right now.”

The larger boy looked at his
cousin sideways.  “But they might be able to be tricked by a talented man...”

Gwydion laughed again.  “You
are the flatterer, aren't you?  You might have a chance with Goewin after
all.”  He sobered abruptly as the hounds began to bell.  “We'll talk of this
later.”

They hunted through the
morning, bringing home three fat deer for the table.  Gwydion could see the
impatience in his cousin's eyes, and it amused him, especially since he was
learning more and more self-control himself.  He made sure that untrustworthy
people were around him for the rest of the day, and watched Gil's countenance
grow darker.

That night, as Gwydion
prepared for bed, Gil burst in.  “Well?” the taller boy demanded.  “Are you
going to help me or not?”

“Keep your voice down!”
Gwydion said sharply as he closed the door.  “We will discuss this if you like,
but you need to learn a little discretion.”

“What's to fear?” Gilventhy
asked, throwing himself onto the bed.  “I'm with the second greatest wizard in
Gwynedd.”

“And the first greatest might
take offense to what we're discussing.  So again I say, keep your voice down!”

Gil subsided while Gwydion
poured them drinks.  “I'm sorry,” he said.  “I guess I'm just a little
impatient sometimes.”

“Only sometimes?” Gwydion
said dryly.  “I think you need to learn some more self-control.”

“Oh, and you're one to talk.”

“I've learned quite a bit in
the last year,” Gwydion said.

“Sure.  Everything except how
to keep your trousers on.”

Gwydion shrugged.  “That’s
more of a reputation than a reality these days.”

“You? Chaste?” Gil scoffed. 
“That’ll be the day.”

“As I recall, you wanted to
talk about Goewin.”

Gilventhy's face changed
immediately. “Have you seen how beautiful she is?  That hair, so long and
silky, and those lips, so succulent...”

“Yes, I know her,” Gwydion
said.  “What I want to know is why I should help you.”

“Because you're the only one
who can,” Gil said.

“That's not what I meant.  I
want to know what's in it for me.”

“The satisfaction of
achieving the impossible?”

Gwydion smiled tightly. 
“Nice try.”

“Whatever you want, I'll get
it for you.”

“Anything?”

“Well, anything I can.”

Gwydion tapped the rim of his
cup absently.  “I want your sister.”

“Mari is an adorable girl.”

“Not Mari.  Arianrhod.”

“Arianrhod?  But she's
so—so—”

“Exactly.  I feel the same
way when you talk about Goewin.”

Gilventhy grunted.  “Okay, so
we like different types.  Completely different. But I don't know how I'm going to get my sister to
even give you a second glance.”

“Well, you figure that out,
and I'll figure out how to start a little war.  Deal?”

Gilventhy struggled with it
for a moment.  “Are you sure we're talking about the right sister here?  I can't
imagine what you see in Arianrhod.”

Gwydion shrugged.  “She's a
challenge.  And I do like to overcome obstacles.”

“Alright, deal.”

After they shook hands on it,
Gwydion said, “Now then, I'm tired and I'd like to get some rest.”

“But I thought you might
start planning tonight,” Gilventhy complained.

“I am,” he said with a grin. 
“I'm going to go to sleep and think about it all night long.”

“You can think while you
sleep?”

“Can't you?”

Gilventhy looked at him
suspiciously.  “I think you're teasing me.”

“Possibly,” Gwydion replied,
steering him towards the door.  “But you may never know, either.  Goodnight,
cousin.”

During the next couple of
weeks, Gwydion used his growing skill with the winds to pick up fragments of
conversation from throughout the cantref.  People always had a complaint, and a
new difficulty soon became apparent: separating the valid complaints from the
baseless or petty.

He still trained with the
warriors and studied in the library, but he listened everywhere he went.  He
heard tales of abuse by lords and servants; rumors of pregnancy and speculation
about parentage; grousing about the quality or quantity of the food; plenty of
complaints about beer; and even more about whoever was in charge and therefore
incompetent.  It was tempting to listen for his name, but mostly he listened
for things relating to the neighboring cantrefs.

And when the winds would not
leave him alone, he would play his harp and retreat for a time.

Near the Mid-Winter holiday,
he found himself with almost a fortnight without responsibility.  When he asked
Math why, the old man had simply said, “You have earned it.”

“I’m going to explore, I
think.”

“If you need my help,” Math
said, “call my name.”

On sudden impulse, Gwydion
said, “I may not stay in our cantref.”

“The winds don’t notice
borders,” Math replied without a hint of surprise or disapproval.  “Go, and
roam to your heart’s content.  Learn what you can, and try to avoid trouble.”

Gwydion grinned.  “If only
trouble would avoid me, it would be a lot easier.”

He left his Uncle’s tower and
went to his chambers to pack a small bag.  He didn’t leave the caer, but
instead climbed to the top of a different tower and shape shifted to a raven. 
Launching himself into the air, he circled Math’s tower twice before heading
north.  He suspected that Math had some idea of what he was up to, but the old
man had not stopped him yet.  Gwydion decided not to worry about it until he
had to.

He spent several days along
the northern border.  Mona, an island known for fishing and priests, held no
animosity towards anyone, and Gwydion doubted that anything less than an
invasion would get a response from them.  Clwyd was similar, although it was
home to the Prince of Cairnecht.  It was a sleepy cantref known for its fat
swine; Gwydion couldn’t tell if the pigs took after the owners or vice versa.

Powys seemed to be a more
likely candidate.  It shared the longest border with Gwynedd, and when he spent
some time in and around the cities in human form, he was constantly impressed
with the boasting that Powys was on the brink of taking over all of Cairnecht,
if not all of Glencairck.  Out in the border caers, however, the story was much
different: the mining that made Powys rich had little influence among the
farmers, and they tended to trade freely and respectfully with their Gwynedd
neighbors.  They even conducted cattle raids with good humor, often meeting
together to celebrate the victors, and getting the cattle back to the rightful
owners in the process.

Having satisfied himself that
no other reasonable option existed, he winged his way towards Dyfed.

He arrived in Dun Cofach the
next day.  He dove close to the ground, trying to follow the path they had been
on that moonlit night.  He found the ridge where the ambush had waited, and
alighted on the ground while shifting to human form.

In the daytime, the hilltop
looked gentle and unthreatening, but he remembered the rage and fury in
Deykin’s eyes, and had no doubt that he would raid Moryus’ land again.  Even
so, it wasn’t enough to be attacked by a laird; Gwydion needed an army.  He
walked back to Dun Cofach to meet the chieftain and ask a few questions.

Cofach was horrified to
discover the Tanist at his gate in the middle of winter, without even so much
as a horse for company.  “Lord Gwydion!” he said, hustling him into the hall
and seating him beside the fire, “This is no weather for wandering!”

Gwydion smiled slyly.  “It
suits me quite well.”  The hall was packed with all the inhabitants of the dun,
and he saw sleeping pallets lined up against the wall.  It reminded him of how
poor these people were; he had always had his own fireplace in his own room to
keep him warm during the winter.

Cofach shook his head.  “Ah,
to be young and foolish again,” he muttered.  “Does Laird Moryus know you’re
here?”

“I’m afraid not,” Gwydion. 
“I came to see you.”

“Me?  But I have little to
offer.”

“You live next to Dyfed every
day,” Gwydion said.  “I want to know why they’re so different from all our
other neighbors.”

Cofach nodded.  “You came to
pick my brains.”

“If you’ll allow it,” Gwydion
said.  He touched the harp at his back.  “I am not asking for a one-sided
trade.”

“A story for a story?” Cofach
asked.

“Doesn’t that sound fair?”

“For a dun in the hinterlands
in the middle of winter?” Cofach said with a laugh.  “You give us a good
night’s entertainment, and we may slaughter our finest cow for you.”

“No need,” Gwydion said.  “If
you know all I think you do, I’ll give you the birth and death of Finn
macCuhal.  And no cows need to lose their lives for it.”

The mention of Finn had made
the old chieftain sit up straight.  “How can I know if I have what you want?”

“How long have you been
chieftain?”

“Nearly two score years.”

“And I have been Tanist for
less than a single year,” Gwydion said.  “Your experience alone makes me think
that you will be able to fulfill the bargain.”

Cofach looked around at the
eager faces of his people.  “Done, then.  Ask your questions, and I’ll tell you
what I know.”

“First of all, what are
Math’s rules?”

“Well, that’s simple enough,”
Cofach said.  “We have been instructed by Lord Gwynedd himself not to retaliate
violently against the Dyfedians, no matter how they act.  We can steal cattle,
but we cannot risk their lives.”

“When did he make that rule?”
Gwydion asked.

Cofach scratched his ear. 
“I’m not sure,” he said slowly.  “It’s been like that since before I was
born.”  He looked about the hall.  “Oy! Oschan!  Where are you, grandfather?”

“Here I am!” Oschan replied. 
Several people helped him to sit up, and he offered a shy, toothless grin to
Gwydion.  “Many pardons, Tanist.  I tend to doze off when, well, whenever.”

Gwydion looked at the old
man.  “You are entirely forgiven,” he said.  “How old are you?”

“Somewhat more than ninety,”
Oschan said.  “Can’t quite remember how much more.”

“Four years,” Cofach said. 
“And we’re hoping to get twice that from you still.”

“With these naps, I might
just be able to do that!”  He chuckled softly at his own joke.

Cofach said, “Do you remember
when Math gave us the Rules?”

Oschan scratched at his thin
hair.  “Let’s see, that was the year before I was allowed to go with the
raiders… so I was twelve.  That was the year it very nearly came to war, too. 
Only the start of the rules stopped it from getting out of hand, at least from
our side.  I don’t know what happened over there, but I heard at the time that
Math had actually visited Lord Dyfed—a man named Erdyn.  His grandson is Lord
now.”

“And do you follow the
Rules?” asked Gwydion.

A chorus of righteous
indignation broke out.  “Do you mean to shame us?” Cofach said with a pained
expression.

“I meant no offense,” Gwydion
said quickly.  “I just wondered, since Deykin so obviously is seeking Moryus’
life blood.”

Shock turned to understanding
in a moment, and Cofach nodded.  “He is not the only Dyfedian that is acting
dishonorably.  It seems these days that all the border lairds are seeking our
lives along with our cattle.  There’s even rumor that some young girls have
been dragged away, though I doubt that part.”

“And the lairds on our side?”
Gwydion said.  “Do they all follow the rules, or are there some rogues among
them?”

Cofach shook his head
emphatically.  “I’ve heard of no one crossing Math.  The Dyfedians may be
getting more warlike, but I know of no Gwyneddian who would dare Math’s fury.”

Gwydion nodded.  “That’s very
wise.”  He began pulling his harp out of its case.  “You have earned your
reward, chieftain.”  As he tuned it, he said, “What would you do if Deykin
killed Moryus as he intends?”

“We’d petition Math,” Cofach
said.  “We’d let him deal with the issue.  It’s part of the Rules.”

“I see,” Gwydion said. 
Setting the harp in playing position, he said, “I give you The Birth of Finn macCuhal.”

He played all night for the
dun.   They listened raptly, and sighed in disappointment when it was over. 
Gwydion didn’t even stay for a few hours of sleep, but immediately took his
leave.  Cofach protested strongly, but Gwydion walked out of the gate before
the day was an hour old.  When he was certain he was out of sight of the dun,
he changed into a raven, and began flying towards the northwest.

He landed outside the gates
of Caer Don, the home of his ancestors.  Approaching the open gate as a man, he
was nodded through by guards that he had known since he was a child, who showed
no surprise at the appearance of the Tanist alone in the middle of winter. 
Nothing was said, but by the time Gwydion had reached the main hall, a small
feast had been laid out for him, and Tewared, Gilventhy’s father, sat at the
head of the table with a warm but cautious smile.  “You travel far and oddly,
nephew,” he said by way of greeting.  Arianrhod sat beside her father, but
Gwydion did his best not to stare.  He knew that she had dressed for him, with
her platinum blonde hair falling artfully in waves over the bodice of her deep
blue dress, and knew that she knew he knew.  It was enough for both.

“Uncle,” Gwydion replied,
bowing low.  “I’m a bit surprised that you are not scolding me more soundly,
and banishing me to my chambers until a suitable escort can be found to drag me
back to Math.”

Tewared shrugged.  “A year
ago, you would have been right.  But things change.  Boys become men, hopefuls
become Tanists.”

“I see,” Gwydion said.  He
sat down and started wolfing down his food, heedless of even Ari’s stares.

Tewared smiled.  “You have
changed.  I remember a very careful boy who would have been aghast that he was
appearing uncouth with the way you’re eating.”

Gwydion paused long enough to
say, “Hunger overcomes manners.”

“So it does, so it does.” 
Tewared sat back and folded his arms, saying nothing while Gwydion devoured
enough for three men.  Arianrhod, realizing that she was not going to be the
center of Gwydion’s attention, excused herself.  When Gwydion had slowed down
somewhat Tewared said, “So what brings you to our hall in the middle of
winter?”

“Curiosity, and advice,”
Gwydion said, leaning back in his seat.

“Are you offering or seeking
advice?”

“Seeking, of course.”

Tewared grunted.  “You never
know with young ones.”

“I’m wondering why Dyfed
hates us so much.”

“That old sore? I’m surprised
you don’t know the story.”

Gwydion said, “Why should I?”

“Because you’re named for one
of the men who started it all.”

“This goes back to Pryderi?”

“And the pigs that were
stolen from him, by the bard Gwydion.”  Tewared cocked his head.  “You didn’t
know that one was of the reasons why you’re hated?”

“No,” Gwydion said.

“It doesn't help that you are
known for your harping, you know.”

“I can imagine,” Gwydion said
dryly.  “So the Dyfedians hate us generally for Gwydion’s theft some six
hundred years ago, and me particularly because I bear his name.”

Tewared said, “Don’t forget
that their land is much poorer than ours as well.  Had they prospered all these
years, this would all be unimportant.”

Gwydion sipped his drink
slowly.  “Is there anything to be done?”

“You’re asking me?” Tewared
said.  He leaned forward, and tapped the table in front of Gwydion.  “You’re
the Tanist.  Talk to Math.  Maybe he’ll listen to you.  Heaven knows he isn’t
listening to the rest of us.”

Gwydion looked at his uncle
with new understanding.  “An old sore indeed.”

He sought out Arianrhod that
evening, after the caer had begun settling down.  A maid servant led him to her
bedchamber, and although she invited him in, he declined, even after she
dismissed the maid.  “Appearances to maintain?” she asked.

“We are in your father’s
house, and his room is very nearby,” Gwydion said.  “I would like to remain on
good terms with him.”

“Very wise of you.”  She
looked him up and down like a cat sizing up a mouse.  “Shall I meet you
someplace?”

“The only prudent choice
would be the hall.  There should be enough people about to avoid unnecessary
rumors.”

“I’ll be there shortly.”

Going back to the hall,
Gwydion passed the maid.  He had heard her whispers to other servants, and knew
that every detail of the evening would be fodder for the caer gossip for days.

They sat across the high
table from each other, not even touching their fingers together.  Gwydion
longed for more, but the whispers about them were clear in his ears.  “You seem
distracted,” Ari said.

“Your beauty does that to
me,” he said.

She sighed sadly.  “You used
to be such a good liar.”

“It is true that you are
beautiful,” he said.  “But you are also right that I wasn’t telling you the
truth.”

Arianrhod looked at him
closely.  “You are
different.”

“Mari said the same thing
when she saw me last.”

“She’s smarter than she lets
on.”  Ari drummed the table in front of her with her long fingers.  “You have
always been more than you seem, but before it seemed like a game, a joke you
were playing on the world.”

“And now…?” Gwydion prompted.

“Now I look at you, and I
know that what lies behind your eyes is more than just a lusty young man.”

“Oh, that part of me is still
around,” Gwydion said.

“No doubt,” Ari said.  “And
maybe someday… but there is more.  Now you seem older, more experienced.  I
like it.”

“There will come a time for
us, you know.”

“And will it happen when our
chaperones are all dead and buried?” she asked.

“Somewhat sooner than that,
if all my plans bear fruit.”

There was a brief moment of
naked lust in her eyes, but all she said was, “You seem awfully sure of
yourself.”

“When I visit you next, you
will see.”

“I will see more servants
spying and taking reports back to my father, no doubt.”

“I could court you in a more
traditional way.”

“It seems to be taking just
as long,” she shot back.

Gwydion laughed.  “By the
gods I love your spirit!”

She frowned slightly. 
“There’s more to me than just that, you know.”

“Oh, I know.  You have a fine
dowry, too.”

She laughed, low and
throaty.  “Yes, there is that.”  She stood in a swish of skirts, making his
heart race.  “It is getting later than proper for a young lady such as myself
to be talking to you.”  She gave him another smoldering look, and then was
gone.

Gwydion spent three days at
Caer Don, resting and flirting with Arianrhod.  At night, he dreamed of her and
tried to figure out a way to help both himself and Gil.  When Tewared stopped
hinting that he needed to go home and started mentioning it directly, he still
had several days before Math expected him back.  He left the Caer, transformed
into a wolf, and headed south to Dyfed.















Chapter 4: Offense

In Caer Arberth, a heavily
disguised Gwydion nosed about, looking for clues about the Dyfedians and their
intentions.  It was a small Caer, and he was immediately noticed, and tagged as
an outsider.  The patrons of the few public houses refused to say a word, kind
or unkind, and even the innkeepers were very grudging in their acceptance of
his business.  Reluctantly, Gwydion decided that his best choice would be to shape
shift.

As a mouse, Gwydion found the
Dyfedians to be much more open and talkative.  He scurried throughout the caer,
looking for good conversations, but he noticed that two topics kept coming up:
Gwynedd and the lord’s son, Kyrnin.  Even more intriguing to Gwydion, the major
difference in the tone was that Gwynedd was hated directly, where Kyrnin was
not, although most people found his actions and attitude worthy of complaint.

Curious, he followed a
servant who had been ordered to prepare Lord Dyfed’s chamber for a meeting with
his son.  Gwydion perched on a rafter while the servant laid out bread and
wine, and stirred the fire to life.  Gwillim, Lord Dyfed came in before he had
finished, said a few quiet words to the servant, who quickly completed his
tasks and bowed himself out of the room.

Gwillim paced the floor a
moment, looking somber and somewhat sad.  Gwydion could see that his hair was
almost completely gray, though he was not very old, and his face showed deep
lines.  He sat finally in one of the chairs by the fire, putting his head in
his hand.

Kyrnin, Tanist of Dyfed, came
in with a spring in his step, slapping his gloves against his leg.  “You wanted
to see me, Father?” he said.

“I did.”  Lord Dyfed looked
up.  “You seem awfully pleased with yourself.”

“Why shouldn’t I be?  My
heifer continues to produce fine calves, and we continue to weaken the Gwynedd
border caers.”

Lord Dyfed sighed deeply.  “I
am grateful for your prize heifer and the calves she gives us.  But the other…
you play a dangerous game, one that may soon be addressed more strongly by
Gwynedd.”

Kyrnin snorted.  “What, Math
is going to rouse himself from that tower?  He’s too old to do much more than
hobble to his bed, I’ll wager.”

“He has named a Tanist—”

“And you think that he would
send him to confront you?” Kyrnin laughed.  “He’s barely of age; he wouldn’t be
up to confronting me, much less you.”

“Maybe,” Gwillim said.  “But
some of the stories that are being told about him make him seem quite capable.”

“Do you believe that pap
about him killing a bunch of bandits?”

“I believe that he foiled a
cattle raid by Deykin.”

Kyrnin shrugged.  “Beginner’s
luck.  And besides, Deykin has now taken care of his grudge in that particular
caer.”

Gwydion leaned so far forward
that he almost toppled off the rafter.

“Then it is true,” Gwillim
said.  “Deykin killed Moryus.”

“Night before last,” Kyrnin
said.  “I just got the confirmation this afternoon.”

It took all of Gwydion’s
self-control not to shape shift and challenge the smirking Tanist right then.

Lord Dyfed stood up and
looked his son in the eye.  “I hope you have not doomed us all.”

“Me?” Kyrnin said.  “I had
nothing to do with it.”

“You encourage the boldness
of the northern lairds.  Don’t deny it; it’s one of the worst kept secrets in
the cantref.  I know that you have encouraged Deykin in his grudge, and
supplied him with ideas if not weapons.”

Kyrnin said, “They’re just
ideas.  What he does with them is up to him.”

“Tell that to the bards when
they come down here to judge you for breaking the Ard Righ’s peace.  Or better
yet, tell Math.”

“It won’t happen,” Kyrnin
said.  “The King doesn’t give a damn about us, and Math will do nothing.”

“And you’re betting my
cantref on those to hopes,” Gwillim said.

“It’s my cantref too,” Kyrnin
complained.

“If there’s anything left by
the time you’re done,” Gwillim shot back.  “Now go, and see if you can’t keep
Deykin from launching a full invasion now that he’s feeling so bold.”

Kyrnin looked like he was
going to protest, but finally just nodded.  Without another word, he turned and
left.  Alone, Gwillim sat heavily back in his chair, and stared moodily into
the fire.  As mad as Gwydion was, he felt a moment of pity for the old man; he
obviously did not want the strife that was gathering on his doorstep, and was
just as obviously powerless to stop it.

Gwydion scurried out of the
Lord’s chambers, and spent a few more hours listening at the various
conversations with his new knowledge.  He still felt murderous, but it settled
into a cold stone in his heart.  Gil was going to get his wish, perhaps sooner
than Gwydion had expected.  It was going to be all Gwydion could do to keep in
control of the situation.

He spent the night in the
stall of Kyrnin’s prize heifer.  She was a beautiful creature with her shiny
brown coat and mellow demeanor, and she was obviously well cared for.  Gwydion
ate some of her oats, and curled into a hay filled corner for several hours
sleep.  He knew he was going to need his strength for the coming days.

Three days later he stood in
front of Math.  “I want to go to Dyfed and get them to agree to the Rules
again,” he said.

“I know about Moryus,” Math
said.

“And I know that the Tanist
of Dyfed has been encouraging the border caers to be aggressive and
belligerent,” Gwydion replied.  “It has to stop.”

Math regarded him gravely. 
“Do you think that you are capable of this?”

Gwydion sighed.  “I’m not
sure.  I know that it would be better coming from you directly, but I also know
that you are unlikely to go.  That puts the onus on me.”

“I see.”  Math sat back and
stroked his beard.  “You feel some responsibility for Moryus’ death, don’t
you?”

“I saved his life this
summer,” Gwydion said.  “And I was in his caer just days before this happened,
trying to find out more about your Rules.”

“Do you think your visit
caused Deykin to act?”

Gwydion said, “I don’t think
Deykin knew I was anywhere near there.  But I know that he was seeking Moryus
life, and that Kyrnin was encouraging him.”

“That is a grave charge,
nephew,” Math said.  “How do you know this?”

“Because I was in Dyfed when
Kyrnin found out,” Gwydion said.  “He seemed pleased by the news to me.”

“Did he know you were
watching him?”

“No, Uncle.”  Gwydion cocked
his head.  “Didn't you know what I was doing?”

“I knew you were in Dyfed,”
Math said.  “I did not know you were spying on Lord Dyfed’s Tanist.”

“Are you upset?”

Math looked a bit surprised. 
“Not at all,” he said.  “Your methods may be somewhat unorthodox, but you are
taking your duties seriously, which is what I have been training you for.”

“Then may I go down there
officially?”

Math sighed.  “Something must
be done.  So we will try your plan.”

“I will leave immediately.”

“No,” Math said.  “Remember
that you are not travelling alone this time.  Wait for the weather to break.”

“As you wish, Uncle,” Gwydion
said with a bow.

“And take Gilventhy,” Math
said.

“If you would like,” Gwydion
said.  “May I ask why?”

“Because he is moping around
like a lovesick bull,” Math said.  “I know not which woman has his attention,
but he needs to be distracted.”

Gwydion found Gil in the
training area, but instead of swinging his sword, he was sitting on a bench,
head in his hand.  Gwydion sat next to him, but he only grunted an
acknowledgement.

“You’re thinking about her,
aren’t you?” Gwydion said.

“I can’t help it,” Gil
replied.

“You’d better,” Gwydion
said.  “Even Math knows that you’re pining for a woman.”

“Does he know who?”

“No, but I think that’s
mostly because he doesn’t want to yet.”  Gwydion leaned close.  “And if he
finds out, I suggest you leave Glencairck.”

“And where would I go?” Gil
asked.

“Some other world,” Gwydion
said.  “And even that might not be far enough.”

“Are you trying to make me
feel worse?”

“Actually, I have a way to
make you feel a little better.”

“Of course you do,” Gil said
sourly.  “You’re going to let me beat you up.”

“Better,” Gwydion said. 
“We’re going on a little trip to Dyfed.”

Gil sat up.  “Is this what
you’ve been planning?”

Gwydion said, “I don’t think
this time will do it, but you never know.  I certainly am going to push them
hard.”

“And Math knows?”

“He suggested taking you
along.”

Gil whistled lowly.  “I sure
as hell hope you know what you’re doing.”

Gwydion ignored the nagging
doubts in his mind and said.  “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Three weeks later, Gil was
champing at the bit to leave, and Gwydion had made all the preparations
possible.  He talked to winds in the morning, getting a feel for how the
weather was changing, and finally he gave the order to leave.  Gil said, as
they rode out of the gate, “I thought winter would never end.”

“It’s not, quite,” Gwydion
answered.  “We have one more good storm coming, but it will be about ten days
before it gets here.”

Gil looked at him slyly.  “I
suppose that’s part of your plan.”

“I’m not that good,” Gwydion
said.

“No, but everyone thinks that
you think that you are.”

Ten kerns rode with them,
making the progress painfully slow for Gwydion.  It took them two days to get
to Caer Don, where three more kerns joined them.  Gwydion felt a huge
responsibility settle on his shoulders as he led them all south and across the
border into Dyfed.

They arrived at Caer Arberth
five days after leaving Caer Dathyl.  A guard on the wall of the caer called
out to them.  “Who are you, and what are your intentions?”

Gwydion pushed back the hood
of his cloak.  “I am Gwydion ap Don, Tanist of Gwynedd.  I come in peace to
seek council with Gwillim, Lord Dyfed.”

The guard disappeared, and
after a few minutes, a new kern appeared.  “I am Adaf, chief of Dyfed’s
warriors.  Do you come in peace?”

“We do,” Gwydion answered.

“Then lay down your arms.”

Gwydion nodded, and
dismounted to remove his sword.  Gil muttered, “I feel naked,” but he put his
claymore on the pile with the rest of the weapons.  Gwydion understood, but the
formality did not concern him.  So far, everything was according to tradition
and custom.

The gates creaked open, and
they led their horses into the courtyard.  Grooms appeared and took the
animals, while Adaf came down and greeted them.  “My Lord Dyfed has agreed to
meet with you,” he said.  “Only the Tanist and two others will be allowed.  The
rest will wait here.”

Gwydion nodded to Gilventhy
and the senior kern, Neith.  They walked into a quiet hall where all eyes
watched them as they made their way to the high dais.  Gwillim’s seat was the
largest in the hall, though not a throne, and Kyrnin stood just behind him, looking
disdainful.

Gwydion bowed low before Lord
Dyfed.  “Greetings from Math, Lord Gwynedd to his peer.”

“We welcome you to our
cantref and our hall,” Gwillim said.  “What do you seek?”

“The honor price of Laird
Moryus.”

“Are you accusing a cantref
lord of murder?” Kyrnin said.

“Not at all,” Gwydion
replied.  “But he is responsible for the actions of his people.”

“What honor price do you
seek?” Gwillim said after a stern glance at his son.

“I want the head of Laird
Deykin on a pole.”

The people gasped, and
Kyrnin’s scowl deepened.  “Impossible,” he said.

“It does seem a bit steep for
his crime,” Gwillim said.  “Didn’t this happen during a cattle raid?”

“If it were just an
accidental death during a friendly cattle raid, I wouldn’t be here,” Gwydion
said.  “But Laird Deykin has been violating the Rules established between Math
and your Grandsire, Erdyn.”

“Do you have any proof of
this?” Kyrnin asked with a trace of smugness.

Gwydion addressed him for the
first time.  “I was there when Deykin tried to kill Laird Moryus.  Twice.”

“And how many cattle raids
have you been on exactly?”

“That was my only one.”

Kyrnin smirked.  “So you may
have misinterpreted high spirits and the rush of excitement for attempted
murder.”

Gwydion said.  “I could
have.  But I didn’t.”  He turned his attention back to Gwillim.  “You don’t
ambush a party with archers in good sport.”

Gwillim nodded, but Kyrnin
snorted.  “You’re asking for a life.  We need more than your word.”

“Shall I contact the Pen
Bardd, and have him send a bardic company to judge the situation?” Gwydion
asked.  “I think their verdict might be harsher than what I am asking.”

Kyrnin took a step forward. 
“Is that a threat?”

“I want peace between our cantrefs,”
Gwydion said.  “I will do what it takes to accomplish that goal.”

“Including razing this caer?”

“Enough!”  Gwillim stood, and
after giving another stern look to his son he addressed Gwydion.  “We too seek
peace between our cantrefs.  Assure Math that the Rules will be observed in the
South as they are in the North.”

“And Deykin?” Gwydion
prompted.

“Tell your uncle to listen to
the winds,” Gwillim said.  “I will make sure that justice is done.”

Gwydion cocked his head as
though he were listening to something.  After a moment he nodded and bowed
low.  “Your word is accepted, and binding, my Lord.  Lord Gwynedd awaits the
results of your justice.”

Gwydion saw several people
making warding signs against him, and even Neith was looking at him nervously. 
Gwillim did not act as if anything unusual had happened.  “Will you share a
meal with us?”

“The hour is getting late,”
Gwydion said.  “We would be happy to sup with you tonight, but we must leave
first thing in the morning.  One last winter storm is coming, and we would like
to be home before it arrives.”  Another, wider ripple of warding signs went
through the assembly.

Gwydion and his companions
were invited onto the dais, with Gwydion being seated on the left of Lord
Dyfed.  Kyrnin sat on the right of his father, but not before glaring at
Gwydion.

Inside, Gwydion felt a bright
hatred for Kyrnin, but he kept his demeanor calm and even friendly.  Servants
set done platters of beef and steaming oat cakes, followed by jugs of cold milk
and mead.  A young woman took the seat across from him, and he worked on
charming her into a conversation.  Kyrnin glowered the entire time.

Gwydion also talked to Lord
Dyfed, asking about such things as they had in common: weather, herds, and
harvests.  “Is it true that you listen to the winds like your uncle?” Gwillim
asked at one point.

“I am learning to, yes,”
Gwydion said.  “I’m nowhere near as good as he is, though.”

“And knowing about the
storm?”

“Part of the winds.  I keep
hearing little bits of it, letting me know it’s on its way.”

“That must be a convenient
skill,” Gwillim said

“That it is, especially when
travelling.”

A servant came and whispered
something in Gwillim’s ear.  He nodded, and then turned to Gwydion.  “If you
would excuse me, there are some matters that need my attention.”

“Of course,” Gwydion said.

Without anyone between them,
Gwydion could feel the heat of Kyrnin’s gaze.  He turned to meet it squarely. 
“Yes, Tanist?”

Kyrnin said, “When you and I
have become Lords, don’t think that I will forget this and try to make peace.”

“I wouldn’t entertain the
thought for a moment,” Gwydion said.  “I think that when that happens, we will
find out who is the better man.”

“You will.  I already know.”

“It’s generous of you to
acknowledge the superiority of a younger man,” Gwydion said.  “I was willing to
put it to the test.”

Kyrnin’s face reddened.  “If
my father hadn’t specifically forbid it, I would challenge you right now.”

Gwydion shrugged.  “I guess
we’ll just have to wait, then.”

Kyrnin stood and said to the
table, “I bid you all goodnight.”  He left before anyone could respond.

Gwillim returned a moment
later, looking troubled.  “Kyrnin didn’t offend you, did he Tanist?”

Gwydion said, “My Lord, if I
took offense at every harsh word I heard, I would spend my life in battle.  My
cousin here might prefer that kind of life, but that is why I do the talking,
not him.”

Gwillim smiled, but his eyes
were still troubled.  The meal ended soon afterward, and as Gwydion rose to
leave, Gwillim touched his arm.  “I know that my son is a bit hot-headed,” he
said.  “All I would ask is that you remember that your people and my people are
not that much different.  We all want to raise our families without fear and to
live in peace.”

Gwydion wanted to reassure
him that he would work towards peace, but he knew that it would be a lie he
could not hide.  Instead, he said, “I hold you no ill will, Lord Dyfed.  I just
want justice.”

Gwillim nodded.  “You shall
have it, I promise.”

Gwydion, Gil, and Neith were
given a comfortable chamber to share.  Neith and Gil talked strategy,
fortifications, and armament they had seen, and Gwydion listened to it all with
half an ear.  He made a note of all the points they raised, but he felt it was
all somehow futile.  During dinner he had felt the pieces falling into place,
locking them into a destiny that some would welcome and some would try to
defy.  Long after Gil and Neith were snoring contentedly, he was still trying
to decide which he might do.

The next morning, Gwydion
still had no answer, and was irritable from a lack of sleep.  He thanked
Gwillim formally, and had his men mount up for the journey back to Gwynedd. 
They were about to ride out of the gate, and Gwillim had already gone back into
the Caer, when Kyrnin stepped in front of Gwydion and grabbed his horse's
bridle, bringing the group to a halt.

“We are not done, Tanist,” he
said.

“Are you challenging me now?”
Gwydion asked.

“No,” Kyrnin said.  “Not
today.  But I swear by the Three Queens that the next time we meet, I will see
your life’s blood spill at my feet.”

Gwydion almost responded in
kind, but something clicked within him, and he laughed instead.  “Is that the
worst you can do to me?  Because here is my oath in return: the next time we
meet, I will humiliate you so badly that you will not dare show your face
outside the walls of this caer.”

Kyrnin turned a darker shade
of red than Gwydion had yet seen, and his free hand hovered above the hilt of
his sword.  He swallowed his anger with effort, and dropped both hands to his
side.  “Until next time, then.”

“I can’t wait,” Gwydion
replied, and spurred his horse forward. 












Chapter 5: Preparation

The trip back to Caer Dathyl
was uneventful, although Gwydion’s actions caused lively speculation among the
kerns.  Gil was the worst in some ways, wondering aloud more than once if the
Tanists would drag their cantrefs to war even before inheriting the title of
Lord.  Gwydion said little; he felt caught in a spiral of events that had
slipped beyond his control, even though they were sweeping him towards his
goal.  He constantly wondered if he were truly the master of his own fate.

They arrived in Caer Dathyl
just as the first fat flakes of snow began swirling thorough the air.  He
immediately went to Math’s tower and gave his report.  He left nothing out of
what he had said or done, although he had no idea how Math would take any of
it.  The old man simply said, “Have you heard what justice Gwillim visited on
Deykin?”

“I did,” Gwydion said.  “He
has been exiled from Dyfed, and stripped of his rank and possessions.  I tend
to think my punishment would have been less severe.”

“Possibly,” Math said.  “And
do you think the Rules will now be enforced?”

“For a season, perhaps,”
Gwydion replied. “Then I think that Kyrnin will be back to encouraging the
lairds to break them.”

“You and Gwillim’s Tanist are
quite the pair,” Math said.

“He’s hot headed, and I am
proud.  If we are Lord’s at the same time, I don’t think the Rules will be
enforceable on either side.”

“Do you have any thought of
how to resolve the tension?”

“Not in a peaceful manner,
no.”

Math regarded him for several
quiet minutes.  “You must choose the course that you feel is right,” he said at
last.

“I don’t think there is a
right in this case, Uncle.”

He left the tower and went
outside on one of the outer walls.  The grey stone matched the grey sky, giving
him a sense of being in between the worlds.  Winds tugged at his hair and his
cloak, demanding attention, and he felt suddenly irritated.  He hadn’t been to
his chamber to retrieve his harp, and all the tricks Math had been teaching him
to control the intrusion of the winds were ineffective.  He gave a cry of
frustration, which became the screech of an eagle as he launched himself into
the storm.  He beat his powerful wings, climbing higher and higher until he
broke through the clouds into the bright sunlight.

The winds that had plagued
him at the caer were gone, replaced by a high keening that Gwydion could just
barely hear.  He felt drawn to it, climbing even higher, until his lungs burned
with a lack of oxygen.  The winds he heard were higher still, sounding like raw
power. They carried no voices but their own.  Gwydion turned back into a human,
and as he began to fall, he called out to them.

The winds heard him and
answered his call, wrapping him in an icy gale.  He felt like a mote being
tossed about by dust devils, being thrown hundreds of feet upwards and then
forced even further down.  His fear was tempered by the exhilaration of it all.

He continued to talk to the
high winds until they knew his voice, and carried it within them.  He released
them finally, and began falling towards the clouds below.  He spent a minute
wondering what might happen if he kept his current shape, but just before he
hit the clouds, he shifted back to an eagle.  He skimmed along the top of the
storm, unwilling to get caught up in it again.  After a while, he saw a break,
and dipped down to a bright snow filled world.  It took a few minutes to get
his bearing, but was soon flying back into the snow, heading for Caer Dathyl.

In his chambers, he grabbed
his harp and began to play, hiding away from all the winds for a while.  He
didn’t even think about what he was playing at first, but soon began to wonder
what his next moves were, and he began playing the story of Pryderi and his
pigs.

The story was not told as
often in Gwynedd as he thought it must be in Dyfed, but he was still familiar
with it: Pryderi ap Pwyll was given a herd of pigs by Arawn, the Lord of the
Dead, the first domestic pigs ever seen in Glencairck.  Arawn warned him not to
let any of the pigs out of his possession until the herd had at least doubled
in size, and Pryderi agreed.  It seemed like an easy enough condition, but
neither of them had figured on Gwydion the Bard.

The bards were new then,
founded by Taliesin just a decade earlier.  Gwydion had been one of the first
to earn the star, but he was not strict in his observance of the Bardic Code. 
He heard of the pigs, and travelled to Caer Arberth to see the unusual animals
for himself.  They seemed to him to be very fine, and he began plotting to
steal them.  He disguised himself, and went to Caer Arberth as a traveling
musician.  He charmed Pryderi into trading the pigs for twelve fine horses and
twelve fine greyhounds, all with gold and jewel trappings.  But even before the
illusion had faded, Pryderi’s mind cleared, and he tried to rouse the men of
Dyfed to give chase to the rogue bard.  But his men were still bedazzled by the
finery before them, a treasure more fit for the Ard Righ than a cantref Lord,
and he was forced to go alone.  He caught up to Gwydion as he was about to
cross back into Gwynedd.  Their battle was fierce, but Gwydion slew Pryderi and
left his body on the border.

He brought the music to a
close slowly, and still protected from the winds, he wondered about the choices
he was making.  His desire for Arianrhod made it easy to rationalize his
actions, but Math’s lessons also let him understand that he was rationalizing. 
He grimaced at contradiction, but despite his fears, he knew where his heart
lay.

He began playing again, this
time practicing new magic that he hoped would balance his need to start a war
with his greater need to stay alive.

Three weeks later, Gwydion
and his cousin went hunting again, but this time, he led them to a small cave
high on a mountain.  “I think we'll be safe here,” he said by way of
explanation.

Gilventhy lit a fire and put
the rabbit they had caught on a spit of green wood.  “I think you worry too
much.”

“And you don't worry
enough.”  Looking out over the distant forest, Gwydion said, “You can't just go
through life with no thought of tomorrow, Gil.  There are plans to be made, and
dreams to be fulfilled.  And if you just wander along where the wind takes you,
you won't ever be the type of man who is remembered.”

“Oh, you're one to talk,” Gil
said.  “You might not be led by the wind, but you're certainly led by your
loins.”

“And that brings us to why
we're in this damp cave,” Gwydion said with a smile.  “Both of us want a woman,
and we need the other's help.”

“So how are you going to
start a war?”

“I won't confuse you with the
details,” Gwydion said.  “Suffice it to say that you'll be going with me back
to Dyfed when we get a chance, and when we leave we should have an army chasing
us.”

“When do we leave?  Are we
going to get to fight?” Gil asked, a hungry look in his eyes.

“Will you make up your mind
what you want?” Gwydion asked irritably.  “Either you go to war or you get
Goewin.  You can't have both.”

“Oh.”  Gil poked at the fire
and turned the rabbit.  “Well, I guess Goewin is what I really want.”

“Good.  We'll leave when I'm
confident that Math doesn't suspect that we have ulterior motives.  Now, about
your sister...”

Gil shrugged.  “I wish you'd
go after Mari.  She really likes you, and I think that you could have a good
time with her.”

“Why do I feel like we have
the same conversation over and over?” Gwydion said.  “I told you that I'm
interested in Arianrhod.”

“Well, I'm not sure how to
help you.  I really don’t know my sister that well.”

“No, but you know your
family.  How do you think they will react when we show up at Caer Don with an
army chasing us?”

“There’s no question,” Gil
said.  “They’ll fight.”

“But will they go out and
fight, or defend the Caer?”

Gil narrowed his eyes.  “What
are you after?”

“I want to get Ari alone,
without a bunch of chaperones,” Gwydion explained patiently.

“Oh, is that all?” Gil said. 
“In that case, I’m sure we could encourage them to go out to fight.  I can
think of a half-dozen strategies that would call for it.”

“So can I, but this needs to
come from you, and be believable.”

Gill scratched his ear.  “I
don’t see any problem with that.  But will it be enough?”

Gwydion smiled and cut into
the roast meat.  “It's more than enough.  And if we can arrange to have a harp
handy…”

“You're good, but you're not
a bard.”

“Maybe not.  But it gives me
a foothold, and that's all I need.”

Gil stuffed a piece of hot
meat in his mouth and immediately began puffing to try and cool it down. 
“You're too cocky,” he said when he could use his tongue again.  “You're going
to fail one of these days, and I hope I'm nowhere even close.”

“Why?  I thought you loved to
see me humiliated.”

“Only when I'm the one doing
it.”

Several days later, Gwydion
approached Bran.  “How would you like to take part in a little trickery on Lord
Dyfed?”

Bran narrowed his eyes.  “What
are we talking about?  Harmless fun, or something more serious?”

“Serious,” Gwydion said.  “I
want to teach them a lesson about messing with our border caers.”

“And you think you can?”

Gwydion shrugged.  “I have to
try.”

“Do you?” Bran asked.

Gwydion took a deep breath. 
“I swore that I would humiliate Lord Dyfed’s son.  He’s very full of himself,
and has been goading his lairds and chieftains to do more that steal cattle. 
We are very nearly at war down there, and if Kyrnin has his way, we soon will be.”

“Full of himself, do you
say?”  Bran smiled.  “Don’t you think the same charge could be made against
you?”

“Obviously.  But this is my
time to prove myself, not just to the people of Gwynedd, but to the whole of
Cairnecht.”

“It’s a very big challenge you
set,” Bran said.  “Who else is going with you?”

“So far I’ve asked Gilventhy
and you, and I’ll bet you know what Gil’s answer was.”

“I’ll bet he asked how much
fighting there will be.”

Gwydion grinned.  “You know
him well.  But even after I told him that we weren’t going to fight if we could
help it, he agreed to come.”

“He’s betting that you’ll
screw up.”

“And I’m betting on his
prowess if I do,” Gwydion said.  “It’s a delicate balance, but I have made it
work so far.”

Bran pursed his lips,
thinking.  “Who else will be going with us?”

Gwydion let out a sigh of
relief.  “I was actually hoping that you could recommend some people.  I don’t
want too many with us, but I have to be able to rely on their loyalty and their
discretion.”

“Tall order,” Bran said.  “Let
me think about it, and I’ll get back to you.”

“And if Math says no?”

Bran grinned.  “Then you’ll
be on your own, I guess.”

 

They met together a week
later, in the upstairs room of a public house.  The landlord laid the table
with wine and beef, and then bowed himself quietly out.  Gwydion looked around
at the men he would lead, and although he felt nervous, he did not let it show.  Gil looked bored, picking at
his meat with a dagger tip.  Bran had adopted an air of relaxed interest,
although his eyes were bright and sharp.  The two men he had brought with him,
Dirgan and Llygad, looked at him suspiciously. Taking a deep breath, Gwydion
said, “We are met to discuss the problem of Dyfed.”

“Don’t be so pretentious,”
Gil said.  “We know why we’re here.  What we want to know is whether or not you
have a plan.”

“I do, actually,” Gwydion
said.  “But it involves illusion and deception, and I want to make sure
everyone is okay with that.”

“What do you mean, illusion?”
Dirgan asked.  “Are you talking sleight of hand or real magic?”

“Real magic,” Gwydion said.  

“And we’re going to deceive
who, exactly?” Llygad asked.

“The entire court at
Arberth,” Gwydion said.  “But I am especially interested in making Kyrnin
looking as foolish as possible.”

Dirgan and Llygad looked
sideways at each other.  “It is said that the Tanists of Gwynedd and Dyfed have
no love lost between them,” Dirgan said.

Gwydion gave a short laugh. 
“I have sworn to humiliate him.  He has sworn to see my life’s blood at his
feet.  Is that clear enough?”

“Quite,” Llygad said.  “But
why should we follow you?  Why not Bran?”

Gwydion looked at the
lieutenant.  “Do you want to answer that one?”

“Nope,” Bran said.  “You’re
doing fine.”

“Thanks,” Gwydion said
sarcastically.  “I want you to follow me because you believe in me and my
abilities.  And because you respect my Uncle’s decision to make me Tanist.”

“Tell us what you have in
mind, and we’ll decide,” Llygad said.

So Gwydion laid out his plan,
which made Dirgan whistle in amazement.  “You want to do to Kyrnin what Gwydion
did to Pryderi.

“Sort of,” Gwydion said. 
“But I don’t want to kill Kyrnin.  I want him to live a long time with the
sting of what we’ve accomplished.”

“It’s almost like the cattle
raid of Coomly,” Llygad said.

“Not even close,” Bran said
with a snort.  “It is gutsy, though.”

“I like it,” Dirgan said.

“Me too,” Llygad said.

“Then I can count you in?”

“Oh, I don’t think you could
stop us now,” Llygad said.

“I have one other I want with
us, a chieftain named Cofach,” Gwydion said.  “He has plenty of experience
driving cattle, and has his own reasons for seeking vengeance on Kyrnin.”

“A half a dozen men,” Bran
said.  “It’s a good group.”

“Ah, but how do we know you
can pull this off?” Dirgan said.

Gwydion shape shifted into an
old man right in front of them.  His knees creaked, and his voiced did too as
he said, “Take a look at your swords.”

Each man pulled a gold blade
with a jewel encrusted hilt from his scabbard.  Dirgan whistled again, and
Llygad said, “It even has the weight of gold!”

“Does that convince you?”
Gwydion asked.

“It does me,” Bran said. 
“And I had less reason to doubt than most.”

Gwydion transformed back to
himself, and all the swords became plain steel again.  “Anything else,
gentlemen?”

Dirgan said, “When do we
leave?”

“Two days,” Gwydion said. 
“Make sure you’re ready, because I will not wait.”












Chapter 6: Trickery

The six men travelled through
Dyfed in a fine retinue.  Gwydion had shape shifted into an older man, and the
cold mornings bothered his joints, but he figured it to be a small price to
pay.  The others were more conventionally disguised with haircuts and shaves
and the robes of foreign traders.  They led a convoy containing six fines
stallions with jewel encrusted saddles and bridles, and whose saddle bags
bulged with smaller trade items.  A falcon rode on each pommel, their hoods and
jesses as jeweled as the horses’.  The caravan shone like a star in the foggy
hills of Dyfed.  A harp bounced against Gwydion’s back, but he carried no weapons.

Word spread as they made
their way to Caer Arberth, and people made their way from their farms and
fields to point and gawk as they passed, and Gwydion heard the whispers on the
wind passing speculation and rumor ever ahead of them.

As they rode through the city
around Caer Arberth, they tossed candy and small trinkets to the people who
lined the streets as though it was a parade.  The children squealed in delight,
and the adults nodded approvingly.  At the gates of the Caer, Adaf challenged
them just as he had when he had been looking down at the Tanist of Gwynedd, but
Gwydion could swear the his tone was less threatening and more hopeful.

In a strong accent, Gwydion
said, “I am Per Grojian, a trader from across the sea.  I have come to trade
with the king of this country, yes?”

“Do you come in peace?”

“In peace?  Of course we come
in peace,” Gwydion replied.  “Why would you—ah! My men carry weapons, and you
fear them.  Well, that is as it should be, for we wish to be not attacked as we
travel.”

“Would you be willing to
enter unarmed?” Adaf asked.

“I suppose, if this is
necessary,” Gwydion said.  He turned and spoke a few words in gibberish, using
a subtle command to make his meaning clear.  The men pulled off their swords
and bows, all rich with sparkling stones and gold inlay.  “Ah, what insurance
do you offer that we shall not be robbed of these things?”

“Dyfedians do not steal,”
Adaf said coldly.

“I am sure,” Gwydion said. 
“Still, I know not your people or your customs.  I must ask for something more,
yes?”

“I am the chief warrior in
all of Dyfed,” Adaf said.  “I will take custody of your weapons myself.  No
other shall touch them while you are at Caer Arberth.”

“This is sufficient, I
think,” said Gwydion.  Adaf came and gathered their gear, trying hard to look
unimpressed, and not succeeding.  He led them into the courtyard, where the
grooms took charge of the stallions a bit fearfully, and the trader’s horses
with more surety.  Gwydion watched it all closely, nodding when he was
satisfied that the animals were well cared for—and that his illusion was
holding.  Something was interfering with his magic, and he had a sudden image
of being trapped in the Caer with everything in its true form.  He shivered and
pulled his robe about him.

“Are you alright, Per Grojian?”
Adaf asked.

“A bit chilled,” Gwydion
replied.  “This country is colder than my home, that is all.”

“Of course,” Adaf said. 
“Just follow me to the hall, where I’m sure you will be able to warm yourself
sufficiently by the fire.”

“Many thanks,” Gwydion said.

When they entered the great
hall, many people began jostling to look at the foreigners and their strange
clothes and hair.  Lord Gwillim, sitting at the high table, stood and pounded a
tankard on the table until everyone settled down.  “We will not treat our
guests rudely,” he said.  Adaf whispered in his ear, and Gwillim looked
impressed at the weapons in his arms.  “You are welcome to our Caer and our
Cantref, Per Grojian.  Would you dine with us?”

“We shall share meat, yes,”
Gwydion answered.  Bran and the others looked a little uncomfortable, but they
all came up and took seats.  Gwydion signaled them to follow his lead and to
say nothing if possible.

Gwillim poured him a cup of
beer.  Gwydion sniffed it, then took a small sip.  “Is something wrong?”
Gwillim asked.

“We have not this, ah, beer,
in my country,” Gwydion said.  “I am not truly sure I care for it as much as
your people.”

“We have mead as well,”
Gwillim said.  He gestured to a servant, and several pitchers appeared on the
table.  Gwydion tasted it cautiously.  “Ah, yes, much better.  Many thanks, my
lord.”

“It’s the least I can do for
a guest.”  He swirled the heavy liquid in his own cup without tasting it.  “If
you’ll forgive my directness, Per Grojian, why are you here?”

“Yes, of course,” Gwydion
replied.  “Forgive my rudeness.  I have come because I have heard that you have
here the finest cow in your country, and would be interested in a trade.”

Gwillim nodded.  “That would
be my son’s heifer.  His name is Kyrnin, and you will have to speak to him
directly.”

“You cannot speak for your
son in this matter?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

Gwydion shrugged.  “We all
have different ways of doing things.  May I ask when your son may be present?”

“He should be along
presently.”  Gwillim gestured to Gwydion’s harp hanging from the back of his
chair.  “You carry a harp.  I thought that was a Glencarish instrument.”

“Ah, no,” Gwydion said. 
“There is an excellent song about how it was given by the gods to my people. 
Perhaps you would like to hear it later?”

“I would like that,” Gwillim
said.  A servant came and whispered in his ear.  “My son Kyrnin should be here
soon, Per Grojian.”

“Excellent!” Gwydion said. 
“I hope his company is as pleasant as yours.”

Gwillim nodded at the
compliment, and the meal continued.  A few minutes later, Kyrnin came in,
looking curiously at the strange faces around the table.  “Father,” he said,
taking his seat, “who are our guests?”

“This is Per Grojian, a
trader,” Gwillim said.  “He’s interested in your heifer.”

Kyrnin frowned.  “My heifer
is not for sale.”

Gwydion held up his hands. 
“I meant no offense, lords!  But perhaps we could discuss the issue?”

“I don’t know why,” Kyrnin
said.  His eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Where did you say you were from?”

“Turian,” Gwydion said.  “It
is across the sea, to the south of here.”

“I’ve heard of it.  But my
heifer would do poorly there,” Kyrnin said.  “Too hot and dry.”

“Yes,” Gwydion said.  “But
that is only the north.  The south is still hot, but quite lush.”

Kyrnin shook his head.  “I
think not.”

Gwydion said, “I do not come
empty handed, my lord.  I have six fine hunting falcons to offer you.”

“I saw them.  They are very
nice, but the answer is no.”

“And the stallions?” Gwydion
said.  “Perhaps you would prefer the horses to their riders.”

Kyrnin shook his head.  “My
heifer always has two calves in the spring.  There is no telling that your
stallions will produce similar offspring.”

Gwydion was watching Gwillim
out of the corner of his eye.  He seemed to be holding his breath as Gwydion
and Kyrnin haggled.  When Gwydion offered the stallions with their bridles and
saddles, he interrupted.  “Per Grojian?  Do you mind if I had a private word
with my son for a moment?”

“Not at all,” Gwydion said. 
“Take your time, please.”

Gwillim pulled his son into a
far corner of the hall, and several other men joined them.  The wind brought
their conversation clearly to Gwydion’s ears; Lord Dyfed and the others, who
seemed to be leading lairds from the cantref, attempted to convince Kyrnin to take
the bargain.  Kyrnin kept refusing, and Gwillim asked in exasperation, “What is
the matter?  What do have against trading your heifer?”

“I just don’t like it,”
Kyrnin said.  “It feels wrong to me.”

“Feels wrong!” Gwillim said. 
“Fine! But if he offers much more, you may be facing a revolt if you refuse.”

Kyrnin laughed.  “Who would
lead such a thing?”

“I would,” Gwillim said.

They returned to the table,
Gwillim looking furious, and Kyrnin looking bemused.  Gwydion said, “My pardons
if I have upset your house, my Lord.”

“It is nothing,” Gwillim said
with a glare at his son.

Gwydion pulled his harp
around.  “Perhaps a song would help?  It has been known that music can calm a
raging heart; perhaps it could improve our moods.”

“Yes, that is fine,” Gwillim
said.

“Then I shall play the song
that I told you of before, yes?”  At Gwillim’s terse nod, Gwydion touched his
fingers to the strings, and before he even had a chance to apply any magic, he
felt something resisting him.  He continued to play, telling a convoluted story
about a god who made the first harp of fish bones, and used it to control the
world, but part of his mind was probing the strange magic working against him.

It seemed to be drawn to his
music, but every time he tried to start using it to make magic, the force
resisted him.  He kept his song soothing, both for his audience and for the
almost sentient magic.  He probed at it cautiously, subtly, but it seemed
malevolent, although mostly directed at the cantref, not Gwydion personally. 
It dawned on him suddenly that he was dealing with a cursed land, and that the
curse evidently had a real, magical presence.  He played a bit longer, trying
to find a way to get the curse to help him, but it seemed oblivious to him
except when he started feeding magic into his music.  Then it turned its power
on him, forcing him to defend himself.

He drew his song to a close,
grateful that music by itself was indeed soothing.  Gwillim and Kyrnin both
looked more relaxed and open.  Gwillim said, “Your music was unusual, Per
Grojian, but the story was well told.  Thank you.”  He took a gold ring from
his finger. “In this country, we reward storytellers.  Would you take this ring
in consideration for your harping?”

Gwydion lifted his hands. “I
know not this tradition.  Please, give me nothing; I offered this for your
benefit, and have better things to barter with than a song.”

The mention of barter made
Kyrnin’s face cloudy again. “My heifer is not for sale at any price.”

Gwydion nodded sagely.  “I
see it has value to you more than my mere trinkets.  You are a wise man.”

Gwillim looked disappointed
that the trade would happen, and several of his lairds looked shocked to
anger.  Even Gwydion’s company seemed surprised that he had given in so
easily.  The rest of the evening was spent with Gwydion fending off Gwillim’s
attempts to trade something else for the company’s finery.

After the meal ended, Gwydion
said, “Would it be permissible to check on my animals?”

“Of course,” Gwillim said. 
“Adaf will lead you to the stables.”

Bran and the others made as
if to accompany him, but Gwydion waved them all away except for Cofach.  “We
are safe here, my men.  I only need the groom here to assist me.”

Bran looked thunderous, but
he allowed himself to be led away with the others.  Gwydion and Cofach followed
Adaf back to the courtyard.  Adaf seemed to be intent on boasting about every
stone they saw along the way, and Gwydion gently steered him back on track. “My
animals, chief.”

“Of course, of course,” Adaf
said. “They are in here, along with the heifer that you tried to get from us.”

“Your lord’s son is too
shrewd for me.”

“Stubborn, I’d say,” Adaf
said with a trace of irritation.  The stables seemed to have an inordinate
number of people, most of them gawking along one side.  Adaf yelled, “Get out
of here, the lot of you!  Our guest would like to look at his animals himself,
without all your stares down his neck!”

The spectators milled about a
bit, heading in several different directions, trying to appear nonchalant and
innocent.  Adaf shook his head and called out, “Oy! Eynon! Where are you man?”

“Right here, where I belong,”
said a hulking man with work worn face and hands, coming out of one of the
stalls with a pitchfork and a bucket.  “Whatcha need, Adaf?”

“This man here is the owner
of the stallions,” Adaf said.  “He wants to make sure they are being taken care
of.”

“Of course they are,” Eynon
said, spitting on the ground.  “Horses are horses, no matter how fine they may
seem.  They need water and clean straw, and these here have both.”

As Gwydion and Cofach went
through each of the stalls holding the stallions, Eynon watched them closely. 
“Where’d you say you’re from?” he asked.

“They are great traders from
across the sea,” Adaf said.  “Mind how you speak to them!”

“Eh, fine,” Eynon grumbled. 
“Just never seen stallions with such docile temperaments before.  Remind more
of well-bred mules then horses.”

Gwydion could see Cofach
getting nervous out of the corner of his eye. “We train them well,” he said to
Eynon.  “These are not war horses, after all, but animals for the riding by
wealthy people.”

“Sure, that’d explain it.”

“I understand you have a fine
animal of your own,” Gwydion said.  “May I see the famed cow of Dyfed?”

Eynon turned suddenly
bashful.  “She’s not that much, just a good cow with good keeping.”

He led them to a stall across
from the stallions, opening it with the pride of a father.  Gwydion, who was
not that good a judge, watched Cofach.  The old chieftain’s nervousness melted
away, as he said, “She is a beauty.”  He ran his hands along her flanks, and
began talking about diet, exercise, and grooming.  Gwydion smiled at the
enthusiasm in both of them, and felt a pang of sorrow for what he intended to
do to Eynon and the others like him who had no fault in the cantrefs’ feud.

Adaf looked bored with the
whole routine, and kept craning his neck back towards he stallions.  Gwydion
caught his eye, and said, “I have one more request of you.  I like to harp to
the horses at night.  It helps them sleep better, and keeps them from becoming
irritable.”

Adaf perked up.  “I would
like that very much, Per Grojian.”

They crossed to the first
stallion’s stall, and Gwydion pulled out his harp before settling down on a hay
bale.  “Do you think all them can hear from here?  I usually have them gathered
around me, but that seems unlikely, yes?”

“They should be fine,” Adaf
said absently, staring at the jewels on the bridle.  “Are those rubies?”

“Ah, yes,” Gwydion said as he
began playing.  “The green are emeralds, the orange are topaz.”  He started a
lullaby, watching Adaf closely, but he had stopped paying attention to both the
harper and the song.  Gwydion felt for the curse, and found it all about him. 
He began feeding magic into the music, but instead of something to sap the
will, he made the magic as sleepy and soothing as his song.  The night began to
quiet around him, and Adaf began yawning widely.  The curse tried to rouse
itself once, but could not muster any energy.

Adaf said, “That is a nice
song.”  He yawned again.

“Please, sit,” Gwydion said. 
“I will not be much longer, yes?”

“Yes, sitting would be
good.”  Adaf sat in the corner where he could watch the whole stall including
the door.  Gwydion smiled at the warrior instincts, but soon Adaf’s head began
to droop.  When he was snoring, Gwydion stood up and crossed the barn to the
heifer’s stall.  Both Cofach and Eynon had curled up in the hay, sleeping
soundly.  Gwydion looked at the heifer, who stared placidly back.  He began
playing again, using the music to keep the curse calm while he worked on his
illusions.  After he was satisfied, he woke Cofach, and said, “It’s time to
go.”

The chieftain yawned and
stretched.  “I can’t believe I fell asleep!”

“I can,” Gwydion said.  They
crossed the barn to the stallion’s stall.  Gwydion touched Adaf’s shoulder, and
the chief warrior woke with a start. “Can you lead us to our chamber?”

Adaf jumped up.  “Of course,
Per Grojian!  Many pardons for dozing off there.  I must have been more tired
than I knew.”

“Think nothing of it,”
Gwydion said.  They followed Adaf, who scowled at the number of sleeping kerns
he saw.  Gwydion pretended not to notice, and they traversed the quiet halls of
the caer without incident.

Adaf left them with a curt,
“Goodnight,” as Gwydion and Cofach entered.

“Many thanks,” Gwydion said,
but Adaf was already walking down the hall, looking furious.

Gwydion checked on the
company, who were all asleep, including Bran, who had obviously tried to stand
watch.  Gwydion sent Cofach to bed, and then woke Bran, who startled much the
same way Adaf had.  “What’s going on?” he demanded.

Gwydion said, “Nothing.  All
is well.  I just wanted to see if you wanted me to take a watch.”

“If you are up to it,” Bran
said.  He looked around.  “Is there something going on I should be made aware
of?”

“All is well,” Gwydion
assured him.  “Get some rest.  Tomorrow is likely to be a busy day.”

In the morning, Gwydion and
his company broke their fast with Gwillim and Kyrnin, and Gwydion tried once
more to trade for the heifer.  “I can offer all six stallions and all six
falcons,” he said.

“I meant it last night; she’s
not for sale or trade,” Kyrnin said.

Bran and Gil looked at
Gwydion expectantly, and Gwillim looked furious.  Gwydion just shrugged.  “I
had to try, my lord.  Perhaps you know who has the second best cow in this
land?”

“I don’t,” Kyrnin said.  “You
might look in Duvnecht.”

“That is the land to the
north and east, yes?” Gwydion asked.  “Many thanks.  Perhaps I will try there.”

Gwillim stayed in the caer,
still mad at his son, while Kyrnin led the group out to the barn.  Gwydion
pulled Cofach aside and spoke softly to him while the horses were saddled and
the great stallions brought out.  Sunlight reflected all around the courtyard
from the jewels, and Gwydion said, “Still not interested, my lord?  They could
all be yours...”

Kyrnin, who had been looking
at all the finery with a certain amount of lust, turned and said, “I’m afraid
not.”

“Very well,” Gwydion said,
getting into the saddle.   Adaf returned the jeweled weapons somewhat
reluctantly, and the rest of the company mounted up as well.  Cofach went down
the line of stallions, paying special attention to the last one.  He signaled
to Gwydion that everything looked good.  Gwydion acknowledged him, then turned
to Kyrnin once more.  “Perhaps I will return next year.”

“And I will still say no.”

“You are a wonderful trader!”
Gwydion said.  “I look forward to seeing you again.”  He led the company out
the gate, oblivious to their disappointed looks.

Gil kept trying to talk to
Gwydion as they rode away from the caer, and Gwydion kept ignoring him.  Gil
became more insistent, and finally Gwydion looked him in the eye and said,
“Shut up already!  I’m concentrating on a few things right now.”

“Like how to get that stupid
cow you came to steal?” Gil said.

“No, like how to get her
home,” Gwydion said.

“Don’t you think the getting
is the first part?”

Looking around at the empty
road, Gwydion said, “That part’s been done.”

Even Bran perked up.  “You
have the heifer?” Dirgan asked incredulously.  “Where did you hide her?”

“In plain sight, of course.” 
Gwydion turned around and yelled back at Cofach, “How is she doing?”

“Seems none the worse for
looking like a stallion,” the chieftain said.

“She’s one of the stallions?”
Gil said.  “But when did you—”

“Last night, after everyone
fell asleep, including you,” Gwydion said.  “Now shut up, there are other
things going on that you can’t see.”

“What do you mean?” Bran
asked sharply.

“I mean,” Gwydion said
slowly, “that there is a curse on Dyfed.  I thought it would assist my magic,
but it doesn’t, it makes it harder.  While we are in close proximity, it is
easy enough to keep an illusion going, but the distance and the curse make it
very hard to maintain.”

“How long do we have?” Bran
asked.

“Um, Tanist?” Cofach called. 
They turned around to see him leading five mules and a sleek brown heifer.

“About that long,” Gwydion
said.

Bran began to curse, slowly
and steadily.

Gil said, “What do we do
now?”

“We keep going, as fast as
possible,” Gwydion said.  He shifted back into his natural form, and began
sorting through the voices on the winds.  “The alarm hasn’t been raised yet,
but it will be, and I guarantee that this time, the men of Dyfed will not let
Kyrnin chase us alone.”

They left the five pack mules
behind, along with all their unnecessary gear.  They had only gone another few
miles before Gwydion heard shouts on the wind.  Kyrnin’s voice was clear,
ordering quick search parties to try and catch the thieves, and to spare no
life, despite the also clear protests of his father.  But the men of Dyfed
remembered the shame of the first Gwydion, and the blood lust was evident.  He
told Bran, who simply loosened his sword in response.

They made good time at first,
but Cofach began demanding more and more rest stops.  “It’s not me,” he said
when Gwydion demanded an explanation.  “This pampered cow cannot keep the pace
you want.”

Gwydion cursed the animal,
and scanned the road for signs of pursuit.  “Do you still think it wise to keep
to the high road?” he asked Bran.

“It gives us several
advantages,” Bran said.  “Speed being the primary one.  Cutting through back
country is very slow, especially with animals.”

“What else?” Gwydion said. 
“We’ve got warriors coming up quick.”

Bran said, “Here, the
wilderness favors Dyfed.  They have allies in it, they’ll have men who know it
well and can use the terrain to their advantage.”

“But those advantages will
switch to our favor once we cross the border,” Gwydion said.

“If we get there,” Bran
said.  He pointed to a dust cloud on the road behind them.

“The first scouts,” Gwydion
said.  “Everyone get ready!”

“Can you tell anything about
them?” Bran asked.

“There are ten,” Gwydion
said.  “They’ve been riding hard from Arberth, and their horses are nearing
exhaustion.  Their orders were to get the word to the border lairds and get
them armed.  I think they’re going to be surprised to see us here.”

“Good,” Bran said.  “But we
can’t let them pass.”

“Agreed,” Gwydion said.  He
looked around.  “Cofach!  Take that blasted beast and keep going!  We’ll catch
up to you when we finish this!”

“Aye, Tanist!”

“Dirgan, Llygad, get your
bows ready.  Shoot when your arrows will find marks, not before.  You’re only
likely to get off two flights at most.  Gil, you and Bran are to use
claymores.”

“And what about you?” Gil
asked.  “Are you just going to stay back and direct us?”

“Nope,” he said, drawing his
sword.  “Throw me your regular sword.”  Gil looked doubtful, but Gwydion caught
it in his empty hand.  “Now, let’s see how Dyfedians do in battle.”

They spread out across the
road and waited.  The dust cloud came closer, resolving itself into a band of
armed men riding hard towards them.  As soon as they realized that the road was
blocked, they pulled up, but Dirgan and Llygad got off an arrow each, and two
of the men went down.  The Dyfedians didn’t pause long, making the Gwynedd
archers drop their bows and pull their swords.

Gwydion recognized Gwillim’s
chief warrior Adaf at the same time he spotted the Tanist.  Adaf spat and said,
“Kyrnin said it was you.”

“Who else?” Gwydion asked,
pressing forward to the attack.

Adaf held his own through the
first flurry of blows, but Gwydion found his opening and plunged his sword into
Adaf’s thigh.  “Damn you to hell,” the chief warrior said as he fell to the
ground.

Gwydion made two more quick
strokes to make sure he was finished, then turned to the rest of the battle. 
Gil and Bran looked like they had each dispatched an opponent, but Dirgan and
Llygad were hard pressed.  Gwydion saw the last Dyfedian trying to sneak past
the melee, and he charged him with a bellow.  The man threw up his sword and
caught one of Gwydion’s, but fell to the other in surprise.  Gwydion then
assisted Dirgan and Llygad, while Bran and Gil finished off their opponents.

Gil was beaming as he wiped
his claymore, but Bran still scowled.  “If we have to do that again, we’ll
never make it to the border.”

“I’m not sure we can avoid
it,” Gwydion said.  “I’ll call my uncle, but it will take him some time to
rouse Gwynedd.”

“Not as much as you might think,”
Bran said.  They rode in a quick trot to catch up to Cofach.  “Math was
concerned about the way things might turn out.  He has been warning all the
caers to watch for trouble from the south.”

“It figures,” Gwydion said. 
“I’ve been so focused on Dyfed, I didn’t even notice.”

“But does he know we’re in
trouble?”

“Oh, yes,” Gwydion said.  “I
spoke to the winds already, but have heard nothing in return.”

“He is probably busy,” Bran
said.  They came upon Cofach and the heifer moving slowly along.  “Is their
some magic you can work that would make her faster?”

“Good question,” Gwydion
said.  He dismounted and went over to look into the cow’s soulful eyes.  He
then looked past the eyes and concentrated on what she was, and what she could
be.  He released the magic slowly, and the heifer’s legs lengthened, her flanks
thinned, and her neck and nose grew.

“By the gods,” whispered
Cofach, now holding the bridle of a brown mare.

Gwydion felt a rush of
exhaustion, and would have fallen over but for Bran suddenly supporting him. 
“It should make her faster,” he said.

“Yes,” Bran said.  “Yes it
should.”  He helped the Gwydion onto his horse and said, “By your leave,
Tanist.”

Gwydion waved him on, and
Bran took charge, moving them all at a much faster pace towards Dyfed.

A fine steady drizzle set in
as they rode, cold and draining.  They encountered no more armed men, but
shepherds watched them suspiciously as they pounded past.  Gwydion listened to
all the winds he could, and tried to keep an eye on the road as well.  He knew
that the Tanist was catching up to them, but he also knew that Gwynedd was
being roused, with Math leading forces from the north.  Fortunately his
strength had returned faster than he could have hoped for, but the race was
taxing them all.

In the end, it was still the
heifer that slowed them too much.  Even as a mare, she tended to amble more
than run, and could not be persuaded to move faster.  The men cursed her, but
it did not help, and Gwydion began to wonder if they would make it through this
adventure alive.

They crested a low hill and
saw the Dyfi River ahead.  Gwynedd was on the other side, not that Gwydion
thought Kyrnin would stop at the river’s edge.  He had been counting on the
fact that he wouldn’t.  But Bran yelled, “Almost there!” and spurred his horse
towards the water.

Halfway down the hill, they
heard a great bellow behind them.  Gwydion turned and saw Kyrnin coming over
the ridge, whipping his horse with the flat of his naked sword.  “Bran!”
Gwydion yelled as they entered the water.  “Get everyone, including that
blasted cow on the other side of the river!”

Bran hesitated.  “What are
you going to do?”

“Meet my destiny,” Gwydion
said, drawing his sword, and adjusting his shield.  “Math is ahead, bringing
the armies of Gwynedd.  I’ll hold them here as long as I can.”

Bran just nodded, and kept
the rest of the party moving even as Gwydion stopped and faced his foe.  Kyrnin
looked like a demon in his headlong flight, and Gwydion felt a great fear wash
over him.  The icy water lapped at his legs, and he could not feel his toes. 
He fought back both the cold fear and the cold of the water, and suddenly he
had a shift in his sight, where it seemed that all of Dyfed stood upon Kyrnin’s
shoulders.  He could feel all of Gwynedd on his, and he knew the coming fight
would do much to determine the fate of the two cantrefs.

Kyrnin plunged into the river
with a cloud of spray, slowing despite his best efforts.  Neither man spoke,
but began attacking as soon as they could reach one another.  Kyrnin’s first
blow felt like a tree falling on him, but Gwydion cleared his mind of emotion
and began analyzing each stroke that rained down on him.  He caught many on his
shield, and tried to counter as best he could.  Kyrnin’s advantage in size and
weight were difficult to overcome, and Gwydion’s horse began to falter. 
Sensing weakness, Kyrnin pressed harder.  Gwydion tried to move out of reach,
and found himself being pushed back towards the Dyfed side of the river.  He
could see the Dyfedians at the top of the hill, and he knew it would not be
long before he had more than Kyrnin to fight.

He slipped his feet from his
stirrups.  Without the leverage, he could feel himself slipping off his horse,
and Kyrnin pressed forward to finish the fall.  Gwydion reached out and stabbed
Kyrnin’s mount through the neck, then leaped clear.

Kyrnin, feeling his horse
die, struggled to get free before he fell.  Gwydion slapped his own horse on
the rump to get him out of the way, and attacked Kyrnin even as he fell into
the water.  There was a brief moment where it seemed that air and river mixed
together.  Gwydion could barely breathe, and he struck out at the flailing man
in front of him again and again, while avoiding the silver flashing blade that
flickered all over the place.

The two Tanists broke apart,
dripping and panting as they faced each other.  Gwydion tried to raise his
shield, and discovered that he could barely lift it.  He could smell his own
blood seeping from his shoulder.  Kyrnin saw it, and grinned as Gwydion let the
shield fall in the water.

Kyrnin attacked again, and
Gwydion began to fall back again, but he had turned so that he was moving
closer to Gwynedd, and into deeper water.  The river pulled at them, and
Gwydion knew he would only have one chance.  Kyrnin smelled victory, and
pressed forward in a flurry of blows that Gwydion barely fended off.

His haste made him fearless,
and reckless.  Kyrnin stepped on a river rock that rolled under his foot,
putting him momentarily off balance.  Gwydion saw the surprise in his face, and
responded quickly.  He stepped inside Kyrnin’s guard, and using his shield
hand, drew his belt dagger and stabbed it into Kyrnin’s neck.

Blood sprayed, and Kyrnin
tried to gurgle out a curse, but could not.  His eyes dimmed as he fell to his
knees.  Gwydion backed away and watched as he fell forward.  The river pulled
at the body, hauling it downstream.

Gwydion looked up and saw
Gwillim on the bank, staring at his son floating lifelessly away.  A great sob
escaped his lips, and the captain beside him said, “Lord?  What would you have
us do?”

Gwillim looked at Gwydion,
who felt the caution melt away in raw hatred.  “Kill them all,” Lord Dyfed
said.  “Lay waste to Gwynedd, steal their daughters and cattle, and make them
pay for the life of my son.  And start with that one there.”

Gwydion raised his sword in
futile defiance as the army of Dyfed entered the river.  “Uncle,” he said into
the winds, “I am perished without you.”

Behind him, as if in
response, a horn sounded.  Gwydion whipped around and saw Math in golden armor,
his beard tucked into his belt, coming down to the river with hundreds of men
spread out behind him and on either side.  The Dyfedians saw them and gave a
loud war cry, rushing even faster across the river.

“Fly, nephew!” Math cried. 
“Fly!”

Gwydion didn’t understand at
first, being more concerned with the warriors almost upon him, but then he saw
a carrion crow winging towards the armies, and comprehension dawned.  He threw
his sword like a spear at the closest Dyfedian, then jumped up and took a
raven’s shape.  His wounded shoulder made it hard to fly, but he got up and
away, and with a cry to his uncle, began his slow, painful way to Caer Don.















Chapter 7: Consummation

Gwydion flew along, trying
not to think, when he saw a small ragged group down below.  He recognized Bran,
and dropped lower, landing in front of them and shape shifting back to human
form.

“By the Gods!” Bran said,
pulling up hard.  “Don’t do that!”

“I was wondering if I could
ride with you a bit,” Gwydion said.

“I suppose the
heifer—mare—whatever would work as a mount,” Bran said.  As Gwydion moved
towards the animal, he heard the lieutenant gasp.  “How bad is your shoulder?”

“Bad enough I suppose,”
Gwydion said.

Bran had him lying down in a
moment, with Dirgan making a fire and Llygad sent for fresh water.  Bran pulled
back the tunic slowly, breaking away dried blood and causing fresh blood to
seep through.  Gil said, “I can’t tell.  How bad is it?”

“He’ll have limited use for a
few months,” Bran said, probing gently.  He looked at Gwydion’s face, clenched
in pain.  “You’re damned lucky.  And brave, too.”

“You saw the fight?”

“I wasn’t going to just leave
without knowing your fate,” Bran said.  “Math would have killed me.”

“Math would know if I died,”
Gwydion said.

“But you didn’t,” Gil said. 
“You killed that bastard instead!  It was incredible!”

Gwydion and Bran shared a
look.  “I’ve been instructed to take the two of you to Caer Dathyl,” Bran
said.  “When Math told me that, I never thought you would actually join us, but
I guess Math did.”

Gwydion grunted.  The fire
helped him, and Bran and Llygad dressed his wound.  Gwydion heard them talking
about him after everyone had fallen asleep that night.  “He’s not really in
good shape to travel to Caer Dathyl,” Llygad said.

“He’s tougher than he looks,
obviously,” Bran said.

“He would be better left at
Caer Don to rest.”

“And if the Dyfedians push
that far into the cantref?” Bran asked.  “Then what?”

“Then he gets moved after
getting some rest,” Llygad said.  “You know I’m right on this one.”

Gwydion held his breath as
Bran considered.  “Alright,” he finally conceded.  “But I’m leaving you and
Dirgan to look after him.  I want men I can trust nearby.”

“And the chieftain?”

“He goes home to defend his
dun,” Bran said. “It’s only right.”

The next day they arrived at
Caer Don, where the small band was warmly welcomed by a few guards.  “Where is
Tewared?” Bran demanded.

“He left yesterday to help
Math,” said the lead kern, who looked young enough to be Bran’s son.  Bran shook
his head.  “I need to leave the Tanist here.  He’s been wounded, and needs to
recuperate.”

“Yessir,” the young kern said
with nervous respect.

“I’m leaving my two
lieutenants with him, and they will only follow his commands, is that
understood?”

“Yessir.”

Bran turned to Gwydion.  “I’m
not sure I’m comfortable with this.”

“I’ll be fine,” Gwydion
said.  “Don’t forget, I can hear if danger is coming to the Caer, and I can get
out.”

“But will you?” Bran said. 
“I’m worried about you trying to play the hero, and defending the Caer against
an army.”

“It’s not going to come to
that,” Gwydion said.  “Math is a great warrior, too.  It’s just been a long
time since he’s had to prove it.”

“I suppose,” Bran said.

“Take Gil to Caer Dathyl,”
Gwydion said.  “I’ll be fine.”

Bran gave the young kern
another hard look.  “I will hear if you are disrespectful to the Tanist, or
allow anyone else to disrespect him, and I will be very upset.  So upset that I
will return to take care of it.  Do you understand me?”

In a very small voice, the
kern said, “Yessir.”

Bran sighed heavily, and gave
pulled a Dirgan and Llygad aside for some instructions.  Seeing that he wasn’t
paying attention, Gil said to Gwydion, “It looks like everything is working out
the way you planned.”

Gwydion smiled bitterly, and
tugged at his sling.  “Almost.”

“What are you worried about?”
Gil said.  “Most of the Caer has left, and we didn’t need to do anything
special.  You should have all the time you want, at least until Math finishes
Gwillim off.”

“I don’t know,” Gwydion
said.  “It’s what I planned, but it’s all happening like it was going to
whether I planned anything or not…”

“And now I’m off to see
Goewin,” Gil said, oblivious.  “Hopefully you’ll have as much luck with Ari as
I intend to have with her.”

Gwydion grabbed his arm. 
“You be careful.  Bran is smarter than you know.”

“Bran’s going to have his
hands full with running Caer Dathyl,” Gil said.  “He’s not going to notice me
or Goewin.”

“I hope you’re right.  Here
he comes.”

Bran was shaking his head.  “I’ve
done all I can to make sure you’re taken care of, but I still don’t like it.”

“I am not a child,” Gwydion
said.  “I’ll be fine, and able to take charge in a few days.”

“I certainly hope so.”  He
grasped Gwydion’s good arm.  “Take care of yourself.”

“I will.”  Gwydion watched
Bran and Gil mount up and ride out of the gate.  When he was sure they were
gone, he placed his forehead on the mare’s forehead, and concentrated on her
eyes.  The world spun for a moment, but the heifer resumed her normal shape while
Gwydion sank to the ground.

“Tanist!” Llygad said,
putting an arm around him.  “Why did you do that?  Bran told you to take it
easy!”

“I’m fine,” Gwydion said. 
Turning to Cofach, he said, “Chieftain, this fine cow is yours.  Thank you for
your help.”

Cofach bowed low.  “Thank
you, Tanist.  I am honored by your gift.”

“You should go home to your
Dun now.  You have hidden it well, but I know you are concerned about your
people.”

Cofach smiled.  “You know me
well, Tanist.  But are you sure you’ll be okay here?”

“It’s my ancestral home, and
I have these two fine warriors that have been charged with babysitting me,”
Gwydion said.

“We’re not babysitting you,”
Dirgan complained.

Cofach grinned.  “No one is
going to believe this story, you know.”

Gwydion grinned in return. 
“Just tell it well, or soon people will want you to embellish it.”

“Tanist,” Llygad said, “will
you please come inside and rest now?”

“Very well.”  Turning to
Cofach, he said, “May you have luck and many fine calves, Chieftain.”

“Thank you,” Cofach replied. 
“May you have a swift recovery.”

Gwydion allowed Dirgan and
Llygad to lead him into the hall, where Mari and Arianrhod met them.  “What
happened?” Ari demanded.

“A minor fracas,” Gwydion
said.

“The Tanist is wounded,”
Llygad said.  “Is a chamber ready for him?”

“This way,” Mari said.

Ari stood rooted, and Gwydion
said, “I’m fine, really.”

She said nothing as Mari led
them to a warm chamber where Dirgan and Llygad laid him on the bed.  “His
bandage needs to be changed,” Dirgan said.  “Is there a physician available?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Mari
said, surprising Gwydion.  “Would you two like to get cleaned up while I do
this?”

“We’re to keep an eye on
him,” Llygad said.

“Very understandable,” Mari
said.  “But I can handle things for an hour or so.  Please, the two of you
stink of horses and blood.”

A maidservant came in as the
two men left, bringing hot water and clean linen.  Together they stripped
Gwydion of his mail, padding, and tunic, leaving him feeling cold and exposed.
It didn’t make him any more at ease when the maid left.

Mari washed him, saying
nothing.  It took all of Gwydion’s self-control not to break the silence, but
wanted her to be the first.  He tried to catch her eye, but could only see the
top of her head as she worked.

She got to the area around
his wound, making him grimace.  Her hands were gentle but sure, and she said,
“It’s a relatively shallow puncture wound.  It didn’t hit anything major or
important, but you will be sore for quite some time.”

“That’s what everyone keeps
saying,” Gwydion said.  “Where did you learn to be such a physician?”

“I’m the younger daughter in
a house full of rough and tumble men,” Mari answered.  “And I have learned to
love it.”  She finished washing his wound.  “Okay, I’m going to have to stich
it up.  Do you want anything for the pain?”

“Just do it,” Gwydion said. 
He ground his teeth while the needle went in and out a score of times.

Mari finished it up and
knotted the thread.  “You handled that better than many grizzled veterans.”

Blinking away sweat and
tears, Gwydion said, “Thank you.”

She wound his shoulder in
clean linen.  “I’ve never seen Ari this anxious before.”

“What?” Gwydion said.

“You heard me,” Mari
replied.  “She’s as giddy as a girl with her first crush, and she’s never
giddy.”

Gwydion studied her face. 
“Do you disapprove so strongly, then?”

“Oh, you know,” Mari said. 
“You and she just are the way you are.  What I think will change nothing.”

“And yet?” Gwydion prompted.

“And yet I see nothing but
grief between you in the end,” Mari blurted, and then blushed.  “I’m sorry,
it’s not my place to say anything.”

Gwydion put his hand over
hers.  “But you do, because it is the way you are.  Have you spoken to Arianrhod about this?”

Mari shrugged.  “She doesn’t
listen to me.”

“Then that is her loss.”

Dirgan and Llygad returned
just then, interrupting whatever response Mari might have made.  Instead, she
gathered her things and excused herself.  Gwydion watched her go, and said, “I
think I’d like to sleep now, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not, Tanist,” Dirgan
said.  “One of us will be in the outer chamber if you need us.”

“My thanks,” Gwydion said. 
When they were gone, he listened to the winds for a bit getting a feel for the
way the war was going.  His head began to ache, though, and he soon fell
asleep.

Arianrhod came to his room
that night, slipping in so quietly that Gwydion almost thought she was a
ghost.  She wore a robe belted tightly around her, but she moved confidently,
sitting at the edge of his bed, near his feet, saying nothing.

Gwydion said, “I told you the
next time I visited it would be different.”

“That you did,” she said. 
“Somehow, I didn’t think you meant that you would be wounded.”

Gwydion studied her for a
moment.  “You’re afraid that I am too injured to be able to do much.”

“It had occurred to me,” she
said.

Gwydion gestured to his
sling.  “I was going to play my harp for you, but I can't.  And I cannot throw
you through the air, or even carry you across the room.  But I can still be
tender, and I can still love you.”

“And why would I want that
from you?”

Gwydion sighed.  “Ari, we've
known each other for a while now, as cousins and friends, and as something
more.  I could play games with you, trying to elicit sympathy or pity, or even
love, but I am tired of the games.  You know the way I look at you, and I am
well aware of the way you look at me.  Here and now, we have both time and
privacy.”

“What are you suggesting?”
she said.  Her tone was severe, but her eyes shone.

“We should make love,”
Gwydion replied.  When she didn't respond, he added, “If I have misjudged the
situation, or insulted you, then I will leave this Caer, and spend the rest of
my days paying your honor price.”

“You've done neither,” she
said softly.

“Then what is it?  Why do you
sit there, rooted like a tree?”

She leaned forward.  “I—I am
in shock, I think.”  Taking a deep breath, she said, “We have played the game
with each other for so long, that I forgot that it could end, with each of us a
winner.”

Gwydion stretched his good
arm towards her, and she touched his fingertips with hers.  “We can, and we
should.”

Their fingertips twined
together, and began pulling her forward.  “And your injury?”

“I will be careful, and I
will let you know if it bothers me.”

“You really are a horrible liar,”
she said, stretching out beside him.  She pressed in close to him, and he could
feel the heat of her body.  “You would probably say nothing unless it was
falling off.”

“You may be right,” Gwydion
said.  He untied the knot that held her robe closed.  “But I have done
everything but move mountains for this time with you.  It will take more than a
small wound to keep me away from you.”

She stared into his eyes. 
“That,” she said, “I believe.”  She sighed as he unbound her hair and ran his
fingers through it.

“We should have several days
together,” Gwydion said. “No family, no chaperones—”

“What about your so-called
bodyguards?” she asked.

He pulled her into a
passionate kiss.  When he could breathe again, he said, “Nothing will interrupt
us, I swear.”



He was wrong. The winds
started trying to get his attention on the second day.  He didn't want to hear
any news from outside, so he played his harp to block their voices.  But the
next time he fell asleep, he dreamed that he was on the road between Caer Don
and Caer Dathyl, floating along without a body.  He came upon two riders, and
he soon recognized Bran and Gil.  They were moving along at a fast trot, and
Bran said, “I would have thought that you would be begging me to let you go
back to the battle.”

“What?” Gil said.

Bran looked at him closely. 
“What’s going on?  It’s not like you to want to get back home so quickly.”

“Oh, you know,” Gil said.

“No I don’t,” Bran said.

Time seemed to speed up for
Gwydion, and he was looking at Bran and Gil eating their supper in front of a
small fire.  Gil said he was not hungry, and Bran said, “It’s a girl, isn’t
it?”

Gill looked sheepish.  “Is it
that obvious?”

“Not until I figured it out,”
Bran said.  “You know how Math feels about these kinds of things.”

“He’s not going to find out,”
Gil said.

Bran laughed.  “He finds out
everything, you know.”

“Well, eventually,” Gil
said.  “But I have this time, while he’s at war, and I intend to use it.”

“She must be something
special.”

“She is,” Gil said.  “Gwydion
and I have been working on this for months.”

Gwydion wanted to tell him to
shut up, but he had no voice.

“Gwydion started this war for
you?”

Gil seemed to realize that he
had said too much.  “No, not just for me.  It was for him, too.”

Bran’s eyes widened. 
“Arianrhod?”

Gil hesitated just a moment
before saying, “No.  To teach the Dyfedians a lesson.”

Bran nodded.  “Proving
himself a worthy Tanist.”

“Yes, that’s what it was
mostly about.  Getting our women alone was just a bonus.”

“Of course it was,” said
Bran.

Gwydion woke with a start. 
The bedclothes were soaked with sweat, and his shoulder ached, shooting pain
from his head to his fingertips.  He knew that Bran suspected anything that Gil
was telling him, and that he was beginning to doubt everything he had been told
by the cousins so far.  He grabbed his harp instinctively, though he did not
know how it might help.  Gwydion’s room had a balcony overlooking a small
garden, and he stumbled out to it and opened himself to the voices on the wind.

It took him a few minutes to
sort through everything they brought to him, but Gwydion soon found Math’s
voice, calling out commands to his generals.  His voice was confident,
unconcerned.  Gwydion tried to call to him, but he did not answer.

Gwydion searched for Gwillim
next.  The lord of Dyfed was hard pressed, sounding panicked and scared. 
Gwydion listened to his commands, and knew that the war would soon be over. 
Dyfed would return home, beaten and discouraged from any more forays north.

He then sought out the winds
from the north, listening for Bran and Gilventhy.  He did not hear Arianrhod
come onto the balcony, and when she wrapped her arms around him, he only
grunted an acknowledgement.  She kissed the back of his neck, and he wanted to
respond, but then he heard the voice he had been seeking.

“I am dead,” Bran said. 
“Gilventhy ap Don has stabbed me, and I am alone, with no help.  I am hoping
that wherever you are, Math, Lord Gwynedd, that you will hear this, my final
message.”

“No,” Gwydion said.

“What is it?” Arianrhod asked,
but he shushed her.

“Gilventhy is now on his way
to Caer Dathyl, convinced that Goewin lusts for him as much as he does for
her.  All was planned by Gwydion ap Don; he is currently slaking his own lust
with Arianrhod at Caer Don.”

Gwydion groaned to hear his
own part so damned, but he knew it to be more true than not.  Arianrhod began
stroking his hair, which made him shiver.  She misinterpreted why, and began to
nuzzle his ear.

He pulled away.  “I have to
go,” he said.

“What’s going on” she asked. 
“Are you crying?”

“No, of course not,” he said,
but he wiped tears from his face.  “Yes—I don’t know.  But I have to leave. 
Now.”

“But your shoulder—”

“It will be fine,” he said.

“—and us—”

He took her by the
shoulders.  “I love you Arianrhod, and I will return to you.”

Her eyes bored into his. 
“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She nodded.  “Then go, and do
what you must.”

He kissed her, then turned
and leapt into raven form.  His shoulder twinged, and he fell a few feet.  He
heard Ari gasp behind him, but he quickly righted himself, and began following
the whisper on the wind.

Gwydion found Bran as the
evening lengthened the shadows all around him.  He lay next to a dead fire, his
pack and horse just a few yards away.  Gwydion could see the blood beneath him,
a large, dark stain on the earth.  Landing beside him, Gwydion became a man
again, kneeling beside his friend.

He thought he was too late,
but as he lifted Bran’s head, his eyes fluttered open.  “You?” he said in
confusion.

“I know, and I’m sorry,”
Gwydion said.  “This was not supposed to happen.”

Bran smiled bitterly.  “I
don’t think a lot of things happened like they were supposed to.”

“What can I do?” Gwydion
said.  “How can I make this right?”

“You can’t,” Bran said.  He
turned away.  “Leave me to my peace.”

“No,” Gwydion said.  “Not
when I might save you.”

Bran laughed, but it turned
into a cough.  When he could speak again, he said, “Do you have your harp?”

“I do.”

“Then sing me a requiem.  I
cannot be saved.”

Gwydion bowed his head, and
pulled his harp around.  He didn’t know what he could play, but he put his
fingers to the strings and began plucking them almost randomly.  All he could
think about was easing Bran’s pain; the song became almost a lullaby, though
tinged with sadness.

“Thank you,” Bran whispered. 
“You always were a fine harpist, no matter what your other faults.”

Gwydion could barely see
because of his tears.  He didn’t know how to stop them.  He fed power into the
music, but instead of hiding from the winds, he opened himself to them, demanding
to know of Gil and Goewin.  And Math.

Math’s voice came first,
surrounded by bards singing victory marches.  He was directing the plans for
the next day, when they expected to begin their return journey to Caer Dathyl.

But any joy that Gwydion felt
was tempered by Gil’s voice, greeting Goewin confidently, and her puzzled
response.  Gil’s assurance turned to confusion, and her voice sounded
dismissive.

“Walk away, Gil, walk away,”
Gwydion whispered.

But Gil didn’t walk away. 
His voice turned angry, demanding.  Goewin tried to soothe him, which he
mistook as belated interest.  When he renewed his advances, Goewin got
frustrated, and tried to leave.

“Let her go,” Gwydion
whispered.

But Gil was angry again, and
his wounded ego demanded action.  Goewin very clearly said “Let go of me!”  Her
screams after that confirmed to Gwydion that he hadn’t.

Gwydion listened in horror as
Gil ripped her clothes, and slapped her when she fought back.  His grunts
sounded bestial, and her sobs ripped at his heart.  But he could not stop
listening.

It seemed to last forever,
but eventually Gil finished.  He said a few words to her, trying to be somewhat
kind, but not at all apologetic, but Goewin said nothing in return.  Gwydion
was grateful for her soft crying, because it meant she was still alive.

Gwydion still played, but the
song had truly become the requiem that Bran had requested.  He played it for
Gil as well, who had shown himself to be both murderer and rapist.

He looked down at Bran, but
the warrior looked peaceful, despite his pallor and the labor of his
breathing.  Gwydion said, “It’s not fair.”

He changed the song again,
reaching for all the power he had always felt at the edge of his consciousness
when he played.  It came in a rush, making his hair stand on end.  He felt like
he was glowing.  And he didn’t know what to do next.  He cried out in fear and
frustration, and heard an answer from beyond the pale.

Ruchalia, the boar who had
taught him so much about shape shifting, stepped from the air, taking in the scene
with one quick glance.  She became human and said, “What the hell are you
doing?”

“Trying to save this man from
dying,” Gwydion said.

“You look like you’re trying
to destroy yourself,” she said.  “You’ve got to let some of that magic go!”

“I don’t know how!” he said. 
“Can you help me?”

She shook her head slowly. 
“I don’t know,” she said.  “Are you using Cymric or bardic magic?”

“Bardic, I think.”

“Okay, then try this: form
the image of what you want in your mind, then start pouring the power into that
image.”

“Like shape shifting?”

“Kind of, but bards affect
the world more than themselves.  You have to have an iron will.  If you get
distracted, you could kill us all.”

Gwydion shook with the effort
to hold all the power.  “Image, iron will, caution.  Okay.”

He looked at Bran, and
instead of pale and wounded, he saw him as whole and energetic, like he saw him
on the training grounds.  He tried to channel all the magic he felt into his
vision, but almost lost hold of it entirely.  Ruchalia gasped, so he knew she
had seen it, too.

“You forgot to say slowly,”
he told her.

“I didn’t think I had to,”
she shot back.

Gwydion looked back at Bran,
but his sight had changed, and he saw him not as a man, but as a faint glow,
barely visible.  He glanced at Ruchalia, and saw a boar shaped glow, but bright
and vibrant.  He began to release the magic again, slowly, trying to brighten
Bran’s glow.  It felt like almost like blowing an ember into flame, and like an
ember, Bran’s glow remained stubbornly dim, with only hints of flaring to life.

Still playing, Gwydion tried
harder, increasing the magic gradually, finally seeing the radiance respond,
becoming brighter and steadier.  He continued playing and focusing his will
until with a snap, his vision returned to normal, and Bran, looking healthy and
whole, sat up and said, “What did you just do?”

“He saved your life, idiot,” Ruchalia
said, but the wonder in her voice softened the rebuke.

Gwydion smiled at her. 
“Thank you,” he said, and then slid into oblivion.












Chapter 8: Consequences

Gwydion awoke back in his
room at Caer Don, surrounded by women.  “Am I dead, or dreaming?” he said.

Mari touched his forehead. 
“Alive, I’m thinking.”

Arianrhod stood very stiff,
but he could see some relief in her eyes.  Ruchalia, still in human form, was
grinning from ear to ear.  “He’s fine,” she said.  “He’s just worried that
we’ll start talking about our experiences with him.”

Gwydion groaned.  “That
hadn’t occurred to me.  The dream just became a nightmare.”

Even Arianrhod managed a faint
smile.  “Yes, he’s fine.”

Gwydion tried to sit up, but
Mari pushed him back down easily.  “Is Bran here? Is he okay?”

“Yes,” she said.  “He’s in a
room nearby, and even testier than you about being confined to bed.  I’ve been
examining him, but even though he says he was stabbed, I can’t find any
evidence of it, except for the blood stains on his clothes.”

“He’s telling you the truth,”
Gwydion said.  “It was Gilventhy.”

Arianrhod frowned.  “Why
would he do such a thing?”

Gwydion hesitated.  “I have
to get back to Caer Dathyl,” he said.

“You’re not in any condition
to go anywhere,” Mari said.

Ruchalia snorted.  “He’s a
lot stronger than you know.  I wouldn’t try to hold him against his will, if I
were you.”

Mari and Arianrhod looked
offended, which only intensified when Gwydion said, “Ruchalia?  Can I talk to
you alone?”

“I have to check on Bran,”
Mari said.  “Come on, Ari.”

Arianrhod looked furious, but
Gwydion couldn’t help it.  He needed someone with Ruchalia’s wisdom to help him
figure out what to do.

When the door closed, Ruchalia
said, “Are you up to shape shifting?  I think this conversation would be easier
as boars.”

Gwydion nodded, and made the
change.  He thought it might be a strain after everything that he had done, but
it happened easily, and Ruchalia snorted, “Don’t look so surprised.  I meant it
when I said you were strong.”

“That may be,” Gwydion said,
“But I don’t know if I’m strong enough to face my uncle.”

“Why would you be afraid of
Math?” Ruchalia said, so Gwydion told her the whole story, sparing nothing.  It
went surprisingly fast in boar form, but he still felt ashamed and guilty over
everything that had happened.

“What do you think I should
do?” he said.

“First of all, Gil’s guilt is
not your own,” Ruchalia said.  “Yes, you plotted with him to get him alone with
Goewin, but you had no idea that he would try to murder Bran on the way, or
that when Goewin said no he would resort to rape.”

“But I feel like I should
have,” Gwydion said.

“You are not responsible for
any actions but your own,” Ruchalia said.  “Feel guilty for those all you like,
but Gil must face his own consequences for what he did.”

“All I want to do is run
away,” Gwydion said.  “I want to hide from all of this, and let it pass by.”

“And that would be great
folly,” Ruchalia said.  “In the end, despite your crimes, which are not as
serious as you want them to be, you are a good man who knows that you must face
the consequences.”

“I won’t be Tanist anymore,”
Gwydion said.  “Math will never trust me that much again.”

“And is that so horrid?” Ruchalia
said.  “You have many talents and abilities.  I have no doubt that you can make
your way just fine in the world without needing to be Lord of Dathyl.  And the
truth is, you were worried about having that title anyway.”

Gwydion grunted and gave her
a little nuzzle.  “This is why I wanted to talk to you.  You have a way of
seeing to the heart of things.”

“It’s a boar thing,” she
said, nuzzling him back.

He pulled back and became a
man again.  “I have to go,” he said.  “Would you tell Arianrhod and Mari where
I have gone?”

Ruchalia shape shifted to
human form.  “You should tell them yourself, you know.”

Gwydion sighed deeply.  “I
think I have courage for either one or the other.  Not both.”

“Go,” she said.  “But don’t
forget that these women deserve to hear from your own mouth what is going on
and why.  They love you, and they love Gil and Math as well.  This will affect
you all.”

“And don’t I know it,”
Gwydion said.  He hugged Ruchalia tightly, then went to the window and leapt
into raven form, winging his way determinedly towards Caer Dathyl.



Goewin swore she wouldn't
cry.  Whatever else happened, whatever further shame she might have to bear,
she would not humiliate herself by crying.  She had burnt the clothes that he
had ripped from her, but her shame still felt like a clamp around her heart. 
She paced about the tower, scared to leave, and scared of what would happen
when Math returned.

She heard the war pipes
coming through the windows, and she rushed to the window.  Far below, Lord
Dathyl rode at the head of his army, waving in easy triumph to the people who
flocked to watch.  The long white beard, still so incongruous against his
armor, looked tangled, and she wondered how long it would take her the brush it
out.  The thought of doing something so simple and so familiar made her smile
despite herself.  Then he looked up and caught her eye, and she turned away,
unsure once again what she would do.  All she knew is that she refused to cry.

After a while, Math came into
the tower and gave her the same smile he always did, and the pain came back
sharper than before.  Goewin managed to smile back, though, and helped him
remove his armor.

She avoided his eyes as much
as possible, but she could not avoid them forever.  When she finally looked
into the clear blue depths, he frowned and said, “What's wrong, my child?”

“Nothing,” she said, looking
down.

“It's hardly nothing,” he
said, tilting her chin up with a finger.

She kept her eyes lowered. 
“It's something I must deal with on my own, my lord.”

“You will tell me if I can
help?” he asked.

The compassion in his voice
made her eyes burn, but she swallowed several times and said, “Of course I
will.”

“You may ask me for anything,
child.”

Even for you to punish your
heir and his cousin? she wanted to scream.  But instead she simply said, “Thank you,
my lord.”

After the last piece of armor
came off, Math put on a fresh robe, and sighed contentedly.  “War is
interesting,” he said, reclining in his throne, while Goewin took his feet. 
“But it is—”

He sat up suddenly.  “Who did
this to you?” he demanded.

“My lord?” Goewin said,
frightened at the anger in his eyes.

“Who abused you this way?”

“I— I don't know what you're
talking about.”

He smiled grimly.  “You do
not have to protect anyone.  In fact, I hope you would not, because I can tell
that a man took you against your will.  I am sure you loved him at one time,
but if he was willing to commit this crime, then you must know that he never
loved you in return.”

“I never loved him,” Goewin
spat.  She struggled to regain her calm.  “But I am reluctant to speak his
name.”

“Why?  You have nothing to
fear.”

“But I do,” she said.  She
could feel her eyes burning again, and clenched her jaw.  “I do not want to
test your loyalty to me.”

“Goewin.”  He spoke her name
softly, but it drew her eyes to his.  “You know that I can find the truth
whether you tell me or not.  But I would rather you told me yourself, because
this is not an issue of loyalty.  This is an issue of justice.  No matter where
the guilt lies, I must uphold the laws of the Creator and men, else I mock my
position as lord of this cantref.”

“Even if the guilty party is
someone you love?”

“I said anyone.  Do you doubt
my word?”

She wrestled with it for a
moment longer, but the calm assurance she felt in his presence finally won. 
“Gilventhy ap Don did this,” she said.

“Thank you, my love.  I
promised I would not fail you, and now I will prove it.”  He cocked his head at
her.  “No matter what happens in the next few minutes, do not let go of my
feet, and you will be safe.”

She swallowed and said, “Yes,
my lord.”

He seemed to withdraw, as
though he was listening to the winds, but his eyes still glinted dangerously. 
A howling storm came through the open windows, growing louder and shaking the tower,
although Goewin could barely feel it.  The sky grew dark, and flashes of
lightning arced across the heavens, followed closely by booming thunder.



Gwydion had just shape shifted
from raven form at the gates of Caer Dathyl when the winds found him.  He was
surprised at the strength they had as they pushed him towards Math’s tower, but
he didn’t fight very hard, either.  When he walked in, however, he saw that Gil
had; his cousin was pinned to the floor, and his the cords on his neck stood
out as he tried to simply lift his head.

Math sat on his throne, his
feet in Goewin’s lap, but he didn’t look the least bit relaxed.  “Gwydion ap
Don,” he said.  “Approach me.”

Gwydion knew he had little
choice, but he came even with Gil.  “Help me,” his cousin said.

“Quiet!” Math roared.  “The
two of you are here on charges of treason and rape.  All I want is the truth.”

“Treason?” Gwydion said.  Of
everything he had done, or felt guilty for, treason had never been a
possibility.

“What else would you call
subverting my authority?”

Gwydion said, “Uncle, I have
done much that I regret, and much that can be considered wrong, but I do not
think that treason is one of them.”

“That is for me to decide,”
Math said.  “The two of you have conspired to wage war with Gwynedd, and to use
that war as an opportunity to seduce a couple of women.  You, Gilventhy ap Don,
were not content with seduction.  Were you?”

“I thought she wanted it,”
Gil said.

“And at what point did you
realize you were wrong?” Math said, but Gil had no answer.  “Just as I
thought.  So rape is your charge, and Gwydion, you are guilty of abetting that
crime.”

“Even though I had no idea he
would do such a thing?” Gwydion said.

“You gave him the
opportunity.”

“And you gave me the ability
to make that opportunity happen,” Gwydion shot back.  “Does that make you
guilty also?”

Math narrowed his eyes.  “You
should be careful, nephew.”

“Yes I should,” Gwydion
said.  “So I want to be judged by a bard.”

“You would gainsay my
judgment?”

Gwydion hesitated at the tone
in his uncle’s voice, but he said, “I think it would be best.”

The winds died, and silence
filled the hall like a fist.  “I could destroy you now,” Math said quietly. 
“And I should.  You have no respect, and no control.  Your talents are merely a
way to get what you want, and you would damn anyone who got in your way.”

“That may be true.  But I
would prefer calmer, wiser heads to decide this issue.”

“I will not give you time to
escape my judgment.”

“I’m not trying to escape!”
Gwydion yelled.  “I’m trying to do the right thing.  Why can’t you see that?”

Math did not say anything,
but Gwydion saw him fill with power, turning as dark as a thundercloud.  The
winds returned, howling with desire to taste his blood, and threw the young man
across the room.

He responded instinctively,
calling them by name and turning them away one by one until he could stand on
his feet again.  His head throbbed, but he forced a laugh and said, “You'll
have to do better than that, old man.”

Without taking his eyes off
of his nephew, Math said, “Goewin, my love, I think you should leave.  Tell
everyone else as well.”

“Yes, Math,” she said, and
quickly scurried down the stairs, pausing to look back for just a moment.

Gilventhy made a hesitant
move to follow her, but the winds pinned him to the ground like a bug.  “You
will stay,” Math said, looking at him contemptuously.  “I am not finished with
you yet.”

He did not stand, but his
demeanor became even more stern and authoritative.  “Gwydion ap Don, as the
Lord of Caer Dathyl, I hereby proclaim you guilty of treason and rape, along
with your cousin, Gilventhy ap Don.  The punishment is death.  Do you have
anything to say?”

“That is not justice,”
Gwydion said.

“It is, and I will enforce
it,” Math said.

“You should look to
yourself,” Gwydion said, gathering the winds and hurling them at his uncle.

Math did not even flinch, but
turned them away before they could disturb a single hair.  “Ah, nephew,” he
said with a tight smile.  “You always did want to learn more.  It looks like
today you finally get your wish.”

The air turned thick around
Gwydion.  He felt like he was being crushed, and he could not find the names of
the winds.  There was a tangle in his mind, voices high and low that would not
listen to him.  He gritted his teeth and called in the high winds.

Math grunted in surprise as
the tower shook, and the pressure on Gwydion eased somewhat.  “You've been
experimenting,” he said.

“You told me to find my own
way,” Gwydion replied.  He still couldn't find the wind that was overwhelming
him, but he managed to pull his harp around.

“Indeed I did,” Math said.  A
flagstone split with a loud report, and sweat was standing out on his
forehead.  “It's been a long time since I heard these voices.”  The shaking
suddenly stopped.  “But not that long.”

Gwydion cried out as the
attack resumed.  He dropped to his knees and bowed over his harp, weeping with
frustration.  “I will not give up!” he yelled.

Math looked at him.  “You
have caused a war, and the rape of my foot holder.  You have not learned the
most important lesson, which is that power and skill are only effective with
wisdom and humility.”  He sighed.  “And now I'm afraid that you have too much
power, and that I cannot let you live.”

Gwydion looked up, furious. 
“Your power is not the only one in the land.”  He strummed a chord, and felt
the magic well up inside him.

Math looked uncertain as his
nephew rose to his feet.  “Impossible,” he whispered.

“Nothing is ever truly
impossible,” Gwydion said, picking out a quick sword dance and feeling the
magic build like a wave.

“Who taught you this thing?”
Math demanded.

“No one.  I taught myself.”

The old man narrowed his
eyes.  “Interesting.  But in the end, pointless.  You see, my power is still
greater.”

Gwydion said, “I do not want
to fight you, uncle.”

“And yet you do.”

“I know I was wrong!” Gwydion
yelled.  “I admit it, and I know that I am probably not worthy to be your
Tanist!  But why won’t you let the bards render the appropriate judgment?”

“The bards know nothing of
this power,” Math replied.

Gwydion felt the winds gather
around him, pressing on the shields the he had built.  “No, but they do
understand power.”

“They are not Cymry.”

Gwydion had a sudden
insight.  “You accuse me of treason because I have defied you, and you cannot
let that happen.  You’ve never acted like a cantref lord, because you think
you’re better than everyone else.”

Math said, “No, I pledge
allegiance to the Prince of Cairnecht, and the Ard Righ.”

“Prove it,” Gwydion said. 
“Let me be judged by the bards.”

“You’re in no position to be
asking anything,” Math said.  “I have made my mind up, and you must die.”

The winds began battering him
even harder than before.  Gwydion began sweating and shaking as he struggled
with the magic arrayed against him.  “I will not die for this!”

He began playing.  The magic
responded from the first note, and he pushed back against his uncle.  The tower
shook with their battle, as Math continued to pound against Gwydion with the
winds.  Cracks appeared on the walls; the broken flagstone became a gaping
chasm.  Gwydion felt the floor tilt, saw Gil sliding towards the wall, but as
he tried to hold his cousin, a well-trained wind pushed his cloak over his
head.

He could barely see, but
dared not stop playing to move his cloak.  He felt himself slipping, and
concentrated all his efforts on just remaining whole.  Stones began falling
from the walls, and chunk of roof crashed down beside him.  “You’re going to
kill us both!” he screamed, but if Math heard him, he gave no sign.  The old
man sat completely still, eyes unfocused, face set in concentration.

The tower tilted further, and
Math’s throne began to slide as well.  Math finally seemed to notice that the
caer was falling apart around him, and he began yelling, but Gwydion couldn’t
make out what he was saying.  He concentrated on his music, plucking each note
grimly, trying to protect himself from crumbling masonry.  He couldn’t see Gil
anywhere, and then even his uncle was gone, having slid through a window that
looked more at the ground than the sky.

Gwydion clung to his harp and
to his music.  The floor was almost vertical, but he had come up against a
wall, one of the few remaining.  He placed his feet on it, braced for any
impact.  There were bricks and stones flying all around, and he did not know how
none had hit him.

The tower hit the ground with
a roar, and the shock knocked him off his feet.  He clutched his harp tight to
his chest, as he tumbled over and over, never sure which way was up.  He
couldn’t catch his breath; he couldn’t even focus enough to shape shift.

He crashed against something
hard and smooth, and he lay still for a long while.  He didn’t want to open his
eyes, but the thunder of the tower’s fall gave way to eerie silence.  Dust
filled the air, making it hard to catch his breath, but he pulled his cloak
back, and stood up slowly, looking around in horror.

Math’s tower lay shattered,
along with half of the great hall, and many lesser buildings.  Even the walls
had crumbled, looking like ruins from a distant time.  Nothing moved; all the
inhabitants had fled, except for two.  Gil lay under a slab of wall, only his
legs and one arm protruding, all three bent unnaturally.  And several feet
away, Math lay on the ground, his head in a pool of blood, staring blankly at
the sky.

Gwydion began to shake
uncontrollably.  Tears streaked lines through the dust on his face, and he
gasped each breath.  He sank to his knees, sobbing like a child.

In the gap of a wall, shapes
appeared, resolving slowly into the outline of a group of people.  Gwydion expected
to see the people of the caer, but instead recognized Ollave Aodhgán.  The bard
looked around, his harp in his hands playing a gentle tune.  His face showed
nothing, but the bards with him looked shocked and uncertain.

“Ollave,” Gwydion said, and started
coughing.

“Gwydion ap Don,” Aodhgán
said, his deep voice filling the desolation.  “What happened here?”

When the coughing passed,
Gwydion looked at his uncle.  “We fought.  I killed him.  And my cousin.”

Aodhgán glanced at the
bodies, but seemed distracted.  “There is so much power in the air,” he said. 
“It’s hard to sort through it all…”

“What’s to sort through?”
Gwydion said, suddenly angry.  “I have killed the two people I loved most in
the world!  It does not get any clearer!”

Aodhgán stopped playing
suddenly, and softly said, “You are not telling me everything.”

“What are you talking about?”
Gwydion yelled.  “I fought my uncle.  Gil was there.  I caused the tower to
fall.”

“But why?” Aodhgán said. 
“Why did you fight?”

Gwydion hung his head again. 
“Because I have been stupid, and caused the deaths of many men in a war between
Gwynedd and Dyfed.”

“Is that truly all?” the bard
asked.  Around him, the other members of his company began playing.  Gwydion
felt the power in their music, and it caused him to flinch.

“Yes,” he said.  “It is all
my fault.”

Aodhgán stood over him.  “We
cannot make a fair judgment without the whole truth,” he said.

“There is no truth,” Gwydion
said.

“We were on our way to help
celebrate the end of the war, and to sing songs of praise,” Aodhgán said.  “We
felt the magic of the battle between you and your uncle, first with magic that
was outside of our ken, and then with magic that made us spur our horses
forward, because we could tell a bard was fighting for his life.  And then we
get here, the caer destroyed, and the only living thing is you, holding a
harp.  Gwydion ap Don, did you use bardic magic?”

Gwydion swallowed hard. 
“Yes.”

Aodhgán nodded.  “Gwydion,
you must tell me the truth.  Were you trying to kill your uncle and your
cousin?”

“No,” Gwydion said, breaking
into tears again.  “I just didn’t want to die.”

Aodhgán released his breath
in a deep sigh.  He put his hand under Gwydion’s arm and lifted him to his
feet.  “You must come with us.”

“But Math—Gil—the caer—”

“There is nothing you can do
here,” Aodhgán said.  “But before you do anything at all, you must talk to the
Pen Bardd.  May I take your harp?”

“What?” Gwydion said, but he
let the Ollave take his instrument.  “The Pen Bardd?  I don’t understand.”

“And it is not for me to tell
you everything,” Aodhgán said.  “You must trust me.”

“But my uncle…”

“Come,” Aodhgán said, putting
his arm around his shoulders and guiding him towards the collapsed wall the
bards had entered through.  The other bards ringed them, still playing.

Gwydion looked back at his
uncle, and then let them lead him wherever they wanted him to go.












Chapter 9: Forgiveness

Gwydion spent the next week
riding generally north, always surrounded by bards.  He didn’t care, and said
nothing to them.

He could not hear the winds.

The land around them changed
from rock and drizzle to rolling fields full of sunlight.  Instead of flocks of
sheep overlooked by dour shepherds, they passed waves of wheat and barley, and
friendly farmers who asked if they had a moment to stop and chat.  Aodhgán
gently refused each time, although he did allow the bards to play in every
place they stopped for the night.

The other bards did not speak
to Gwydion, but Aodhgán tried several times to draw him into a conversation. 
Gwydion responded with monosyllables or grunts of acknowledgement.  Only the
music reached him, and when the Ollave played his harp occasionally, Gwydion
would stir like he had heard the voice of a friend.  But it still was not
enough to draw him back into the land of the living.

The company turned west, and
the landscape changed again, becoming more mountainous.  But before they got
into any severe terrain, they came to wide valley.  Rich green fields with
several small duns surrounded the squat remains of some ancient fortress, a
blight on the otherwise fair scene.

Gwydion thought they might be
heading for the ruins, but the company turned to one of the small duns
instead.  They stopped at the gate, and Aodhgán played a tune.  A face appeared
at the wall, bald and clean shaven, but neither old nor unkind.  “What seek ye,
travelers?”

“We are a bardic company,”
Aodhgán replied.  “We would like to play for the dun, in return for food and
shelter.”

“These things are given, and
freely,” the man replied.  His face disappeared from the wall, and the gates
creaked open, pulled by the same man they had talked to.  “You are welcome to
Dun Gareth, Ollave Aodhgán,” he said.  He looked over the company, and stopped
at Gwydion.  “And this must be the young man that has brought you here.”

Gwydion squirmed under the
scrutiny, but manners forced him to speak.  “I am—”

“Hush now,” the man said with
surprising force, even though he had not raised his voice.  “We have many
things to speak of, including who you are and what you have done.  I am Gareth,
your host here.”

“And also the High Druid of
Glencairck,” Aodhgán pointed out.

“Well, yes, that too.”  He
gestured to the stables.  “Settle your horses, and come to the hall.”

Gwydion had heard of the High
Druid, but the man walking away wearing no cloak and shooing chickens out of
the way was not what he had expected.  He felt a certain curiosity reassert
itself, along with some trepidation.  If the High Druid had expected him, his
situation could be even worse than he thought.

The company stabled their
horses, and walked to the hall, which was not much bigger than one of the
outbuildings at Caer Dathyl.  Gwydion wondered if the whole company would fit
inside, but only Aodhgán went in with him.

Several trestle tables
flanked a long open fire pit, currently banked.  At the far end, a table sat
perpendicular to the rest, but was not raised like a traditional high table. 
It was very much like the halls Gwydion had visited all over Gwynedd, but there
was a power that filled the room so palpable that Gwydion began to sweat.

Aodhgán led him to the high
table where Gareth was talking softly to a man who wore a cloak made of bird
feathers, arranged in six stripes of color.  Gwydion recognized the Tuigin from
tales he knew even though he had never met the man wearing it.  He stopped
short and bowed low.  “Pen Bardd,” he said.

Columb mac Col, Pen Bardd of
Glencairck, said, “’Tis myself.  Have a seat.”  He had enough hair for Gareth
and several others, dark blonde waves that fell over his shoulders.  Even his
beard and moustache looked silky.

Gwydion looked at the two
men, arguably the most powerful people in Glencairck besides the Ard Righ,
sitting at a plain table with no one else around.  Gareth indicated a pitcher
and several cups.  “Help yourself,” he said.  “It’s only apple cider, but it is
freshly pressed.”

“I don’t understand,” Gwydion
said, sinking into a chair as plain as the table.  “I thought I was going to be
judged…”

“Oh, you are,” Columb said,
pouring a cup and passing it to Aodhgán.

“But just the two of you…”
Gwydion said.

“Do you doubt our ability, or
our authority?” Gareth said gently.

The gentle tone did not
soften the sting of rebuke for Gwydion.  “My apologies.  It’s just not what I
expected.”

“We hear that more than you
know,” Columb said.  He poured another cup of cider and pushed it towards
Gwydion.

The smell made his mouth
water, but he didn’t touch it.  “So what happens now?” he asked.

“We talk,” Columb said with a
shrug.

Gareth said, “Specifically,
you tell us what you think has brought you here.  And there is one warning I
will give you: both Columb and I are very adept at spotting a lie.  So please
give us only the truth.  It will make it a lot easier for all of us, but
especially for you.”

Gwydion had expected
something more formal, but he knew that he would have to tell his story, so he
squared his shoulders and began, starting with his desire to get Arianrhod
alone for a while, and all the actions that had come from that.  He told about
himself, Gil, Math, and Bran; how he had come up with the idea of drawing Dyfed
into war.  He told of his hatred of Kyrnin, and how that hatred had culminated
in Kyrnin’s death.  He spoke of returning to Gwynedd, wounded, and being left
at Caer Don, where he was able to fulfill his lustful desires.  And he told
about how Gilventhy fulfilled his, and how he knew.

He paused to take a long
drink, before telling about the tower battle.  He had thought about it so often
since it happened that the telling came out more impersonal and impassionate than
he felt.  He avoided the eyes on him, of three men who he was sure despised
him.  He told of the tower’s fall and the bardic company’s arrival before he
looked up.

Aodhgán was nodding his head,
and Gareth looked sadly sympathetic.  The Pen Bardd looked like he was carved
from stone, however, and it scared Gwydion.  As he sat silently, Gwydion got
more and more nervous.  Columb finally roused himself, and said, “I have a few
questions.”

Gwydion took a gulp of cider,
and said, “I will answer as best I can.”

“Yes, you will,” Columb
said.  “First of all, what happened to Bran?  Did he die?”

“No, I healed him.”

“How?”

“With music.”

“And how did you get him back
to Caer Don?”

“A woman named Ruchalia
helped me.”

“And who is Ruchalia?”

So Gwydion told him about his
training, and how he had met the boar, and the things she had taught him.

“But she didn’t teach you how
to heal Bran?”

“No, she just guided me.”

“I see.”  Columb tapped the
edge of his cup.  “Do you have anything, Gareth?”

“A few questions come to mind,
yes,” the High Druid said.  The two of them proceeded to pepper him with
questions about the hows and the whys of his actions, always trying to get
deeper into both his motivation and his specific action.  Gwydion answered them
as completely as he could; the telling of his story had drained him emotionally
and he found it hard to concentrate.  When they finally finished, Aodhgán led
him out of the hall, and Gwydion was surprised to find the sky dark and
peppered with stars.  He tried to figure out how long he had been in with the
High Druid and the Pen Bardd, but it turned out to be too difficult.  He just
followed Aodhgán to room containing a simple pallet and rough woolen blanket. 
Gwydion laid down gratefully and full into a deep sleep.

Gareth woke him the next
morning.  Gwydion could see the sunlight through the open doorway, and he said,
“How long have I slept?”

“Not as long as you might
wish, but we have things to do,” Gareth said.

“We do?”

Gareth nodded.  “Despite the
tragedy that you have lived through, life goes on, and so must we.”

Gwydion wanted to protest,
but instead got up and followed Gareth into the yard of the dun.  He saw a few
people doing small chores: mending a rope, feeding the chickens, carving a
spoon.  None of them wore cloaks, and he realized with a start that they were
all priests.

Gareth led him out of the dun
and into one of the surrounding fields.  The High Druid gave him a sack and
they spent the rest of the morning harvesting carrots.  Gwydion spent the first
hour worrying about his fate, but then he fell into the rhythm of the picking,
and let himself just drift without thought.

Gareth touched his shoulder,
and Gwydion followed him to a spot under a shady tree where they ate a simple
meal of bread and cheese, washed down by more cider.  The ruins lay before
them, dark and ugly, and Gwydion couldn’t help but ask, “What was that place?”

“Caer Cadia,” Gareth said. 
“Have you heard of it?”

“I don’t think so,” Gwydion
answered.

“It’s a good story, rather
appropriate for you right now,” Gareth said.  “Caer Cadia used to be the home
of the High Druid, before Cathbar.  It was a grand place, with high towers and
many artisans, who spent their days decorating.  It was said that every stone
was a sculpture, and every post a work of art.  Even after Cathbar overthrew
the Ard Righ and the bards, the High Druid at the time, Imchad, thought that
Cathbar wouldn’t dare attack the druids, and basically ignored the situation.”

Gareth sighed.  “It really
caught Imchad off guard when Cathbar came here with his army and demanded that
the High Druid bless him as rightful ruler of Glencairck.  Imchad found himself
caught in a dilemma: give in to a powerful man, or honor his commitment to the
truth.  He asked for time to pray and reflect, and Cathbar gave him a day. 
When Imchad returned and said that he could not bless him since he was not the
rightful ruler, Cathbar attacked the caer, and killed everyone he found
inside.  Then he burned it, not just with flame, but with bael fire as well,
melting away all the beauty, and reducing it to the monstrosity you see now.”

“But that was hundreds of
years ago,” Gwydion said.  “Why haven’t you rebuilt it yet?”

Gareth smiled sadly.  “As
beautiful as Caer Cadia was, it was also a distraction and a source of pride. 
We prefer to live simply now, in the shadow of the ruins, where we can see for
ourselves everyday what can happen when we forget our sacred obligations.”

Gwydion looked at the ruins,
but saw only the fallen tower.  “Am I destined to be the monster that Cathbar
was?”

“Oh, hardly,” Gareth said. 
“Not even Cathbar was destined for it.  Like most of us, he faced hard choices,
and he made the decisions based on his own free will.  But his understanding of
right and wrong was perverted by his power; he thought that since he could do
something, that he should do it.”

“A wise man once told me that
winning a battle meant controlling the outcome, even if that meant that you
lost, it the traditional sense.”

“That’s right,” Gareth said,
wiping a hand across his bald head.  “Cathbar thought that he knew the best way
to run things, which was his first, and gravest mistake.  He had the power of
the bards, as well as the Cymry, just like you; he could have had a longer
effect, or at least a more positive one.  He could have made meaningful changes
that improved everyone’s life.  Instead he chose to dominate and control, and
ruined not just individual lives, but the whole country for a generation.”

“That’s what I fear for
myself,” Gwydion said softly.

“Sure, but it’s not just
you,” Gareth said.  “All of us who use, or are able to use, power find
ourselves concerned with how to do so safely.”  A priest waved to them from the
gate of the dun, and Gareth raised his hand in acknowledgement.  “It’s time to
go in now.  It looks like Columb is ready for us.”

The Pen Bardd sat at the head
table, stroking his moustache.  Gwydion approached him hesitantly, and Gareth
stayed at his side the whole time.  Gwydion stopped in front of the table and
bowed deeply.  “I await your judgment, Pan Bardd,” he said.

Columb leaned forward. 
“Gwydion ap Don,” he said.  “Why are you here?”

Gwydion straightened.  “To
answer the charges against me,” he said.

“And what are the charges?”

“Treason.”

“Against whom?”

“Math ap Mathonwy, Lord
Gwynedd.”

Columb said, “You do realize
that treason cannot be committed against a cantref Lord, do you not?”

Gwydion blinked.  “I did
not.”

Columb leaned back.  “So you
tricked a fellow Tanist and stole his prize cow.”

“I did.”

“And when he tried to kill
you, which he had sworn to do the first time you met, you defended yourself at
the cost of his life.”

Gwydion wanted to protest,
but said, “Yes, that’s what happened.”

“Why did you start the cattle
raid?” Columb said.

Gwydion sighed.  “To bed
Arianrhod and allow Gilventhy to bed Goewin.”

“And what did you tell Math
the reason was?”

“Because the Dyfedians were
raiding our southern border with stronger intent than just stealing cattle.”

“Did you have proof of this?”

“Yes.”

“And was any of this
reasoning false?” Columb said, his eyes twinkling.

“No, but it wasn’t the
driving reason,” Gwydion said.

“So you started with one
goal: bedding a young lady.  But the method you chose for that goal, going to
war, had a valid reason?”  Columb leaned forward again.  “Did you lie to your
uncle about the Dyfedian threat?”

“No, but—”

“So you did not deceive him?”

“I did about my intent,”
Gwydion said.

“So the fact that Kyrnin
incited his laird to kill your laird had nothing to do with it?”

“Of course it did.”

Columb tapped the table. 
“I’m trying to get you to see that even though you had ulterior motive, the war
you set in motion was not exactly avoidable.  You brought things to a head
faster than it might have happened, but maybe only by months.”

“But the rape, and the
tower—” Gwydion protested.

“Did Gil tell you he would
take Goewin against her will?”

“No, but—”

“And did you request a bardic
judgment?”

“I did, but—”

Columb waved away his
complaints.  “You are not responsible for Gil’s crime.  And it is not a crime
to defend yourself from someone trying to kill you.”

“So what you’re saying…”

Columb rose to his feet. 
“Gwydion ap Don, I am ready to render my judgment in this matter: you are
hereby cleared of any wrongdoing in the rape of Goewin, and in the death of
Math ap Mathonwy and Gilventhy ap Don.”

Gwydion felt a little light
headed.  “I’m innocent?”

“I’m not finished,” Columb
said.  “There is the matter of how you defended yourself against your uncle.”

“There is?”

Columb said, “You are not a
bard.  Your use of bardic magic is of great concern to me.  So I hereby order
you to study for the bardic star.  If you succeed, you will become a bard.”

Gwydion said, “And if I
fail?”

“You will be bound magically,
taken to Gorsedd Ogham, and stripped of your bardic power.”

“You can do that?” Gwydion
said.

“I can,” Columb said.

Gwydion did not doubt the
flint in the Pen Bardd’s eyes, but a thought struck him.  “And that’s it?  What
about Gwynedd?  And Caer Dathyl, and all the people affected by what has
happened?”

“You will no longer be
Tanist,” Columb said.  “So it is not your concern.”

“How can you say that?”
Gwydion said.  “It’s my home!”

Columb shook his head.  “Not
any longer.”

“And if I refuse the
training?”

“Then we will go to Gorsedd
Ogham today.”  Columb sighed.  “I understand your guilt, I really do.  But you
must learn to control your power, one way or another.”

“I know,” Gwydion said.

“Well?” Columb asked.  “What
will you choose?”

Gwydion looked him in the
eye. “When do I begin?”
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