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CHAPTER ONE


Aprofound gloom had gathered between the close-packed oaks, and it felt to Branwen ap Griffith as though she and her small band of riders were wading through a flood tide of shadows, thick as black water.

They were climbing the forested flanks of a great hunchbacked mountain in the deep dark of a starless night. Heavy clouds blotted out the sky. The going was hard as the five horses picked their way slowly through the rising trees.

Branwen leaned forward, her long dark hair falling over her face. Her thoughts were racing; a fire burned so brightly in her mind that she felt she would never need sleep again. Between the new moon and the old, her life had changed beyond all recognition.

My brother dead – my dear, gallant Geraint – slaughtered by Saxon raiders. And before the ashes of his funeral pyre were cold, I was sent from my home. To escape from danger, so my parents believed; and all the while I was thinking I might never see them again. Over the mountains to the safety of the cantref of Prince Llew ap Gelert. Safety? Ha! A poor refuge that turned out to be! And what was to happen to me then? A long journey south to marry that loathsome boy Hywel, although I only met him the once, and that was almost ten years ago. Well, at least my destiny spared me that!

It would have been a miserable fate for a girl who had spent her first fifteen years riding the hills of her homeland free as an eagle, untamed as the landscape that she loved.

But she never went south. Rhiannon of the Spring had put paid to that. One of the Old Gods – the Shining Ones. She had told Branwen of the path that lay ahead.

You are the Sword of Destiny.

The Bright Blade!

The Emerald Flame of your people!

Branwen sighed now to think of the way she had fought against that pitiless destiny. It was only when Rhiannon had warned her that Garth Milain, her home, was in danger that she had acted.

And although I rode hard and arrived in the garth in time to warn Mother and Father, I was still too late to save them from all harm. The Saxons were thrown back, but Father died in the battle. And if that wasn’t hard enough to bear, I had to leave my mother and my home that same night to follow this pitiless destiny again.

Rhiannon’s words rang in her ears.



All of Brython will be your home, and you will gather to you a band of warriors who shall keep the enemy at bay for many long years.



And what a strange group of wanderers they were! But then Branwen’s destiny had the habit of catching people up in its net – of sending ordered lives spiralling out of control.

Riding directly behind her was the shrewd and crafty-tongued youth Iwan ap Madoc. She had first encountered him at the court of Prince Llew. He had annoyed her and fascinated her in equal amounts – and he still did.

Ahead of her, only half visible in the darkness, she could make out the shapes of Blodwedd and Rhodri, riding tandem on one horse. Even if there were enough horses to go around, Branwen suspected Blodwedd would wish to ride with Rhodri.

She shook her head. Theirs was a strange affinity: the half-human owl-girl and the half-Saxon runaway youth! Half-human? Blodwedd was nothing more than an owl wrapped in a human shape … save for her eyes. They were huge and amber, and they had no whites. No one looking into those eerie eyes would have any doubt that Blodwedd was not human.

Govannon of the Wood had sent Blodwedd. Govannon of the Shining Ones, the huge man-god of ancient times, with his sad green eyes and the twelve-point antlers that soared majestically from his temples. Branwen had detested and mistrusted the owl-girl at the start, but Blodwedd had proven faithful and true.

The sudden sound of Iwan’s voice made her turn.

‘Are you managing to keep awake, Branwen?’ he asked. ‘I’m told a spur of hawthorn in the britches is a fine way to stay alert on a long ride.’

She looked at him, sitting erect in the saddle, his light-brown hair falling over his lean, compelling face. His eyes met hers, and he gave her a crooked smile.

‘I’ll be fine, thank you,’ she said. ‘This is not such a night that I will have trouble with drowsing.’

‘No.’ His eyes were bright and wakeful. ‘I imagine not.’

She gazed back beyond him to where the rest of her band rode, two to a horse. Four young women of Gwylan Canu: fiery Dera, riding with lithe little Linette; and bringing up the rear, flame-haired Banon and heavyset Aberfa, with her dark, brooding eyes.

In the dying embers of the day just passed, this wayfaring band had won a great victory. The Saxon warlord Horsa Herewulf Ironfist had sought to come with speed and stealth to conquer the seagirt citadel of Gwylan Canu, guardian outpost of the coastal road that led into the very heartland of Powys.

But speed and stealth had not been the only weapons in Ironfist’s arsenal. He had deep and dreadful treachery to help him on his way.

Prince Llew ap Gelert – the richest and most powerful of the nobles of Powys, second only to King Cynon himself – had turned traitor!

Branwen still did not know the reason for this terrible betrayal. It was almost beyond belief that a lord of Powys would side with the ancient enemies of Brython. For two hundred years the people of the Four Kingdoms had battled wave after wave of Saxon incursions, yet they had always thrown the butchering invaders back. But never had defeat been closer than in the battle Branwen and her band had just fought. And if not for the aid of the Shining Ones, all would have been lost.

Govannon himself had joined in the battle – bringing even the trees of the forests to life to sweep the Saxons into the sea, beating down upon them with an army of birds and beasts that had utterly defeated them.

And upon a rocky promontory Branwen had done her part – fighting furiously with Ironfist himself. Almost bested by him, she had been saved at the last by the beak and claws of her faithful companion Fain the falcon, who had flown into Ironfist’s face and sent him plunging over the cliff and into the raging sea.

Then had come the momentous meeting with Govannon, towering above her, wild and dangerous and yet strangely benevolent. He had told her what she needed to do next – what new effort her great destiny required of her. He had pointed the way up the mountains. ‘Thither wends your path, Warrior Child, up into the cold peaks, into the high places of the land to seek for Merion of the Stones.’

Faithful, kind-hearted Rhodri had insisted on coming with her, of course. And Blodwedd, too. But it had been Iwan’s insistence on journeying alongside her that had filled Branwen with a heady mix of joy and confusion.

‘Don’t you remember what I said to you when you bound me and escaped with the half-Saxon? ’ he had asked, his eyes shining.

‘You said you thought I would have an interesting life. You said you wished you could have shared it with me.’

‘And now I shall. If you will have me as a companion.’

She had no control over her destiny. It was pitiless and relentless, and people had died on the way.

But these people shan’t die. I won’t let that happen. I am Branwen ap Griffith. The Emerald Flame of my people. I will keep them safe from harm.

But the responsibility weighed heavy on her. Into what perils was she leading them on these high mountains?

She knew virtually nothing of Merion of the Stones. In a mystic glade that had been shown to her in a vision, she had seen a devotee dressed as Merion – bent-backed, stumbling, clutching a stick – masked as an ugly, wrinkled old woman.

But Branwen had learned not to trust appearances. The forms that the Shining Ones took when they interacted with humans were not their true ones. But what would Merion want of her? So far the requirements of the Old Gods had all been for the good of Brython. Surely the most vital task now was to unmask the traitor Prince Llew ap Gelert and to bring him down before he could do any more harm.

To that end riders had already been sent from Gwylan Canu, racing pell-mell down the long road to Pengwern – to the court of King Cynon – with urgent warnings from Iwan’s trustworthy father.

Hopefully that would be enough to thwart Prince Llew’s grim ambitions. But even with Llew’s duplicity laid bare, there was still a great Saxon army on the border of Powys – less than a day’s march from Branwen’s already embattled homeland of Cyffin Tir.

And here she was – a thousand lifetimes away from the world she had once known – treading again the veiled path of her destiny … riding through the impenetrable night with seven souls in her care.

‘Ware!’ It was Blodwedd’s scratchy voice, its low pitch at odds with her small, slender body. An owl’s voice in a human throat.

Branwen snapped out of her thoughts, alert in an instant. ‘What is it?’

Blodwedd had by far the keenest eyesight of them all. That was why she had taken the lead through the forest once the night had grown too dark even for Fain’s sharp eyes. The falcon was at rest now, perched upon Branwen’s shoulder, his claws gripping her chain-mail shirt.

‘I am not sure,’ called Blodwedd.

Branwen urged Stalwyn on with a touch of her heels to his flanks. She came up alongside Rhodri and Blodwedd. The owl-girl’s amber eyes were circular in her pale, round face.

‘I smell something not of the forest,’ Blodwedd said, arching her back, lifting her head to sniff, her long thin hands resting on Rhodri’s broad shoulders, the nails white and curved.

Branwen heard a metallic scrape. Dera ap Dagonet, daughter of a Captain of Gwylan Canu, had drawn her sword.

‘No beast shall come on us unawares!’ she growled, peering into the fathomless dark that lurked under the trees.

‘It is no beast!’ said Blodwedd. ‘It is worse than beast!’

Her head snapped around, and she let out a feral hiss.

Branwen drew her own sword. There were shapes in the forest. Large, fast-moving shapes, blacker than the night.

Moments later, with a rush and a rumble of hooves, a band of armed men came bursting into view, their swords glowing a dull grey, iron helmets on their heads, and their faces hidden behind iron war-masks.



CHAPTER TWO


The attackers came crashing into Branwen’s band, horses neighing and kicking, shields raised, swords slashing. In the forest gloom and in the utter chaos of the assault, Branwen could not make out how many horsemen had fallen upon them. Five at least, she thought; maybe more.

She saw a blade slice down towards Iwan. He managed to draw his own sword and deflect the blow – but his opponent’s blade skidded off Iwan’s sword, and the flat of the blade struck him savagely on the side of the head. The last Branwen saw of him, he was tumbling from the saddle.

A scream of alarm came involuntarily from her throat. ‘Iwan! No!’

She was given no more time to fear for him. The largest of the attacking horsemen came for her, his face hidden behind a ferocious war-mask of beaten iron, his sword raised high.

The attacker’s horse butted up against hers, forcing Stalwyn to stumble sideways so that she struggled to keep in the saddle. Fain rose from her shoulder, wings spreading, screeching raucously. Fighting for balance, Branwen managed to bring her shield up high, the top edge angled outward to fend off her attacker’s blow.

The sword struck her shield like a thunderbolt; and had she not been holding it at an angle, the hungry iron would have split it in two. As it was, the force of the blow numbed her arm and shoulder and sent her rocking back in the saddle.

She had never fought on horseback before. She was used to feeling the solid ground under her feet, to being able to manoeuvre: step forward, step back, circle the enemy, come at him from the side. She felt awkward and vulnerable in the saddle; she felt like an easy target in the darkness of the forest.

The man’s sword arm rose again, this time swinging in a low arc, clearly intending to slip the blade in under the curve of her shield and strike at her belly. The natural defensive move would have been to smash down on the encroaching blade with her shield, driving its tempered edge into Stalwyn’s neck.

No! I won’t cause him harm to save myself.

Instead, she threw herself forward, lunging half out of the saddle, beating her shield hard into the attacker’s chest, her own sword jabbing for his neck. She felt the hilt of his sword strike against her side, hurting, taking the breath out of her, but her sudden move forward had caused his blade to sweep past her, gouging the empty air where she had been only a moment before.

She followed up, using her shield as a ram, pressing in on him with all her weight. She felt him slip sideways from his horse as she pushed him. But even as he was falling, his sword arm hooked round her waist and she was dragged down with him.

For a few winded moments she was too dizzy and hurt by the heavy fall to do anything other than gasp and flounder in the forest bracken, menaced on every side by the pounding hooves of the frightened horses. She was on top of her attacker, lying across his chest. One good thrust of her sword and it would be over. But she was not given the chance. He heaved up under her, throwing her off in a tangle of arms and legs. The horses backed away, neighing and whinnying. Branwen only just had the presence of mind to keep hold of her sword and shield as she came smashing to the ground, tasting earth and blood in her open mouth.

She turned on to her back, her thoughts scattered. The gloom of the night-shrouded forest swam in front of her eyes, and it seemed that the earth beneath her rocked and pitched like a tormented sea. A deeper darkness loomed over her: a black pillar topped by a grimacing metal face.

A sword came scything down. She twisted away, and the blade bit deep into the forest floor. She kicked out, catching her attacker’s knee, making him roar with pain and stagger backward. A moment later Fain was in his face, pecking and clawing, his grey wings whirring.

But the iron mask protected the man from the falcon’s attack, and soon it was Fain who had to withdraw, speeding upward and away from the man’s whirling blade.

The fear of sudden death cleared Branwen’s mind. Ignoring the pain that jangled in every part of her body, she sprang up, moving in on the man – crouching, balancing on the balls of her feet, her shield up to her eyes, her sword arm bent back ready to unleash a killing blow.

There was really no time to take in the mayhem that was erupting around her in the deep shadows, no time to organize and encourage her embattled followers. But she did catch a momentary glimpse of the fighting taking place among the trees.

So far as Branwen could tell, there were four other men involved in the confused skirmish. One was large and broad-shouldered. Banon and Aberfa were on foot, attacking him while he rained ringing blows down on their shields from the saddle. Rhodri and Blodwedd were also unhorsed – Rhodri lying on the ground with Blodwedd standing over him and holding off another mounted swordsman with a length of broken branch. A little farther off, the fighting between Dera and Linette and the third man was partly obscured by trees and branches, and Branwen could not see who was getting the upper hand.

There was something odd about the last horseman; he was small and slight – even in the gloom that much was obvious. No more than a boy! And he was holding back from the fighting. His helmet had been knocked off and he looked terrified as he tried to control his bucking and rearing steed. And he was unarmed.

Why would a band of warriors bring a weaponless child with them? Who were these horsemen? Where did they come from? Branwen’s first thought had been that they must be a band of Saxon raiders, but they did not seem to be wearing Saxon war-gear, and behind the iron masks she saw no trace of the telltale Saxon beards.

But even if they were men of Powys, that was no reason for her to feel at ease. Prince Llew had declared her a traitor and an outlaw when she had freed Rhodri from confinement in the prince’s fortress of Doeth Palas. If these were Prince Llew’s men, they would show no mercy. If not killed, she would be bound hand and foot and dragged back to the prince’s citadel on the coast. A swift trial and a bloody death was all that awaited her in that place.

But the thought that these might be Prince Llew’s warriors made her look more closely at her opponent. He had positioned himself to mirror her pose: balanced well on feet spread to the same width as his shoulders. His knees bent, muscles flexed. His shield up to his hidden eyes, his sword arm bent over his back, ready to unleash murder.

She circled to the left, and he moved his feet easily, turning so that his shield was always between her and him. She feinted a move in on his right, and he danced lithely backward, then shifted his footing and came leaping in from the side.

His sword sliced down at her unprotected right shoulder, and she only just skipped back in time to avoid serious injury. She sprang aside, bringing her sword down and into his neck. His shield caught the blow and for a moment her sword was snagged where she had split the rim.

He drove in on her, their shields clashing – and now for the first time she saw his eyes through the slits in the metal mask.

She pushed him off, wresting her sword free and dancing backward, gasping for breath.

There was grey hair visible under his helmet, and there was something familiar about the way he moved.

An old man, then – but a serpent-quick old man who gave her not one moment to regroup as he came for her, blow after blow beating on her shield. She fell back, stumbling, her heels catching on roots and creeping undergrowth.

At last her opponent spoke. ‘Surrender to me, Branwen ap Griffith!’ he demanded, his voice deep and gravelled. ‘I would not have you die here by my hand!’

‘Gavan!’ The suspicion had already dawned, but the sound of the old warrior’s voice confirmed it.

It was Gavan ap Huw, a battle-hardened old warrior of Powys – and the man who had taught her the basics of sword-fighting in the innocent times before she had earned Prince Llew’s enmity.

‘I will not be taken back to Doeth Palas!’ shouted Branwen. ‘I am not the traitor here! Look to your own lord if you seek treachery against the land of Brython!’ Her voice rose to a howl. ‘Look to Prince Llew!’

Gavan stood before her, sword arm raised but no longer attacking.

‘What do you mean by that, Branwen?’ he growled.

Branwen’s whole body was trembling from the power of his blows. A few more moments and her shield would have been riven in two and she would have been defenceless before him.

‘Call off your men!’ she gasped. ‘Let us talk! I have things to tell you, Gavan – things that will change all!’



CHAPTER THREE


Gavan’s voice was like the bellowing of a bull in the night. ‘Boys of Doeth Palas!’ he roared. ‘Hold back! Hold back, I say!’ He pulled off his helmet, revealing his weather-beaten face. A long white scar ran down the left side of his jaw, a trophy won at the battle of Meigen, where he had been standard-bearer to the king. ‘Bryn! Padrig! Andras! Lower your weapons!’

Branwen knew those names. They were lads of the prince’s court in Doeth Palas – boys she had seen often in her brief stay in that place. So that accounted for three of Gavan’s followers. But who was the fourth: the small, frightened boy riding a horse too tall for him?

To learn that, the fighting must first of all be halted.

Branwen ran forward, her sword and shield down. ‘Dera – Aberfa! All of you!’ she called. ‘Stop! No more! ’

The clash of sword on sword and of iron on wooden shield ceased. Branwen’s people backed off from the horsemen. Blodwedd’s eyes burned with a deadly fire as she threw down the branch she had been wielding. She stooped and helped Rhodri to his feet. He had a raw graze across his forehead and seemed woozy but otherwise unhurt as he leaned on the owl-girl’s shoulder.

‘Is anyone injured?’ Branwen called. ‘Where is Iwan?’

‘I am here, barbarian princess,’ came an unsteady voice. Iwan lifted himself on one elbow from a bed of ferns. ‘My head is buzzing like a nest of wasps; but it is still attached to my shoulders, so I should not complain.’ He groaned as he tried to rise. ‘At least I shall not if someone lends a hand.’

Linette ran forward and Iwan was soon on his feet, his arm across her slender shoulders.

‘Women, for the most part,’ rumbled Gavan’s voice as he stared around at Branwen’s followers. He frowned. ‘Dera ap Dagonet – you at least I know. I saw you last at your father’s side in Doeth Palas. I believe you to be loyal and true, child; what is your part in this venture?’

Dera stepped forward, her head held high. ‘I follow Branwen ap Griffith,’ she declared, looking keenly into Gavan’s eyes. ‘And if you are still in service to the traitorous prince of Bras Mynydd, then I tell you to your face that you do wrong, Gavan ap Huw!’

‘Is it so?’ said Gavan. ‘That’s twice I’ve heard Prince Llew named traitor. I’d know the meaning behind your words, Dera ap Dagonet.’

‘Prince Llew has betrayed us to the Saxons,’ said Branwen. ‘He works now for the downfall of Powys.’

Gavan looked sharply at her, then his eyes moved beyond her and narrowed in revulsion and distrust as he gazed at Blodwedd. ‘I cannot take the word of one who has allied herself with demons,’ he muttered. He stared again at Branwen. ‘You are no longer your mother’s daughter, of that I am most certain. The Old Gods have tainted and ruined you, girl.’

‘That may well be the case,’ Iwan said wryly, limping forward with his arm still across Linette’s shoulders. ‘But I am no follower of the Old Gods, Gavan ap Huw!’ His eyebrow rose quizzically. ‘Will you take my word for it that the prince has betrayed us?’

‘This is all lies!’ shouted Bryn, the big bullying boy from Doeth Palas. He had challenged Branwen to a fight with quarterstaffs and had hated it when she had proved less of an easy conquest than he had assumed. As he called out, he pulled off his helmet, revealing his pale, freckled face and mop of unruly red hair. ‘The prince is no traitor, nor ever would be!’ He glared at Gavan. ‘Why are we wasting our breath on these liars?’

Aberfa sprang at him, her face savage. Before he could defend himself, she pulled him from the saddle and threw him to the ground, where he lay, sprawled. Others on both sides started forward, hands moving to sword hilts, faces uneasy.

Bryn stared up at Aberfa in shock and alarm as she planted her foot on his chest and aimed the point of her sword at his throat.

‘Liars, is it?’ she shouted. ‘You’d not call us so if you’d seen the Captain of Doeth Palas bend his knee to Herewulf Ironfist! You’d not say so if you’d seen the Saxon dogs carousing in the Great Hall of Gwylan Canu!’

Banon moved forward and caught her arm. ‘Peace, Aberfa!’ she gasped. ‘Let it not be we who break this truce.’

Aberfa glowered at her. Then she nodded and lifted her foot from Bryn’s chest. But she kept the sword point at his throat.

‘Aberfa – do not harm him!’ called Branwen. ‘If faith in the faithless is worthy of death, then which of us shall escape the slaughterhouse?’ She turned to Gavan, her heart aching that this man whom she so admired could place no trust in her. ‘Whose tale will you believe, Gavan ap Huw?’ she asked. ‘If not mine, then whose?’

‘I may believe Iwan, the son of Madoc ap Rhain, lord of Gwylan Canu,’ said Gavan. ‘But I will need more proofs than hearsay ere I give credence to his words.’

‘Then let’s put up our weapons and perhaps build a fire to warm us on this bleak mountainside,’ said Iwan. ‘We have food enough to share, if you have ears for our sorry tale.’

Gavan nodded. ‘So shall it be.’ He sheathed his sword. ‘Bryn, you fool!’ he called gruffly. ‘Get to your feet, boy. Would you shame us all, lying on your back in the dirt with a maiden’s sword in your face?’



It was a strange, tense gathering under the spreading oak branches in the dying reaches of the night. A fire had been built, and its flames threw a ghoulish light over the trees as well as ruddying the faces and clothes of the two uneasy bands. They sat and watched each other warily across the fire while Iwan spoke of the events that had unfolded at Gwylan Canu over the past day and night.

Food and drink had been shared out between the two groups, and Rhodri had made up some herbal salves for the minor injuries inflicted in the skirmish. Fortunately no one had been seriously hurt, and the worst abrasion was to Iwan’s head, although he made light of it. The horses were close by, tethered loosely and able to graze. Fain watched Gavan suspiciously from a low branch above Branwen’s head as though ready at the first hint of aggression from the grizzled old warrior to launch himself down with a stabbing beak and rending claws.

Branwen looked at the newcomers. With their grim, iron-faced helmets removed, they were suddenly just a bunch of lads from Prince Llew’s citadel: sullen-faced Bryn with his huge muscles and his swaggering ways, skinny Andras with his gangly limbs and his startled-chicken face, and Padrig ap Gethin, a boy with jet-black hair and a thin moustache hidden by a great, craggy nose. Not exactly a cadre of weathered warriors for such a man as Gavan ap Huw to ride with.

And there was still the puzzle of the fourth lad. Branwen guessed he was no more than seven or eight years old, his hair tawny, his face showing an expression she recognized: the downcast eyes and flinching demeanour of someone used to dodging blows. A servant, she guessed, but not a Saxon captive by his looks. A boy of Brython, then – one recently rescued from some Saxon household.

‘And believe what you will of the Shining Ones,’ Iwan was saying, his eyes fixed on Gavan. ‘But I tell you I was there, and I saw the great Green Man of the ancient woods – and dreadful and unknowable as he may be, he was our friend at that moment; without him a Saxon army would now be squatting in Gwylan Canu, plotting the conquest of Brython.’

A long, suspenseful silence followed while Gavan stared into the flames as though he hoped the leaping tongues would reveal something to help him make up his mind. Padrig and Andras were looking at each other with puzzled, worried faces. Bryn’s stubborn features were unreadable.

It was Blodwedd’s voice that broke the crackling silence.

‘If you wish for further proofs, I can give them to you,’ she growled, eyeing Gavan with open hostility. She lifted her hands, her white fingers spread like raking claws. ‘I can show you things, man of war – things you will not doubt. Proofs of perfidy indeed.’

Gavan’s lip curled, and he shrank away from her. ‘Do not seek to touch me, demon,’ he said. ‘For I will smite you to the bone if you try to work your sorceries on me!’

‘What use will the spilling of blood serve?’ asked Rhodri, reaching to draw back Blodwedd’s hands and cradle them in his. ‘Have we not already seen blood enough to last us a lifetime?’

Branwen peered into Gavan’s closed face, dismayed at the thought of having to fight again but frustrated at the delay this strange encounter was causing. Upon the mountain peak, Merion of the Stones was waiting – and Branwen knew from experience that the tasks set her by the Shining Ones did not allow for procrastination.

‘Speak your mind, Gavan ap Huw!’ she said. ‘What choice do you make? To let us go on our way unmolested or to try and take me back to your master’s cruel justice?’

‘You’ll wade to the hips in your own blood ere that happens!’ warned Dera.

Gavan looked slowly from face to face of Branwen’s followers, seeing defiance and grim determination in every one. He turned at last to Branwen.

‘You misunderstand my purpose here if you believe I have come on to the mountain to take you back to the prince,’ he said slowly. ‘I have no desire to return to Doeth Palas; I have a mission in the east. A mission that will brook no delay.’

‘It’s the boy, isn’t it?’ Rhodri said, nodding towards the scared-looking lad. ‘I know the look of a boy who has been in servitude to the Saxons, and I know a runaway when I see one.’

Branwen glanced at her friend – so she had been right in her guess! The boy was an escaped prisoner of the Saxons.

Gavan looked at Rhodri with a new respect. ‘A shrewd man you are,’ he said. ‘It is news from the east brought to me by the boy Dillon that has hastened me from Doeth Palas.’ He turned to Branwen. ‘Forgive my slow response, Branwen of the Old Gods,’ he said. ‘I am a man of action, not thought; but your tale of the prince’s perfidy chimes all too well with an encounter I had with him before I departed his court.’ He paused, his face grim, as though the words were bitter in his throat.

‘When Iwan came to Prince Llew with his tale of a Saxon army approaching Gwylan Canu, it seemed strange to me that the prince should choose to send out fifty horsemen,’ he said. ‘Were that citadel taken by an enemy, all of Brython would be in danger.’ He shook his head. ‘If an army were marching on Gwylan Canu, fifty men could not hold them back – and the prince had not called for a muster of footmen or armed riders to follow on after Captain Angor’s troop. Yet if the prince believed Iwan’s tale to be false, then why send so many? A brace of swift riders would be enough to gauge the situation and report back.’

‘So,’ said Branwen. ‘Fifty was too few – or too many. Yes, I understand. We thought the same … until we learned the truth.’

‘I went to the prince with my thoughts,’ Gavan continued. ‘But he became angry and dismissed me with my questions unanswered.’ Gavan’s jaw set. ‘So I left him, but it rankled with me, although I had no inkling of the reason behind his decision.’ His hand balled to a white fist; rage was building in him. ‘But were he indeed in league with Herewulf Ironfist, then the sending of Captain Angor and his fifty riders had a good purpose.’

‘Exactly,’ said Iwan. ‘To delude my father into allowing them to enter Gwylan Canu at their ease and then to hand over the citadel to Ironfist upon his arrival. And the plan would have worked if not for the loose lips of one of Angor’s men.’ He looked at Branwen, his eyes shining. ‘And if not for this princess of the eastern cantrefs, whose allies you despise, all would still have been lost.’

‘Aye,’ growled Gavan. ‘She has served the land well, but the Old Gods have their own purposes, I deem, and the lives of those who are caught up in their webs are of little value to them.’

‘I do not think that is true,’ said Branwen.

‘It is not,’ added Blodwedd. ‘All life is sacred to the Elder Powers – I wish the same could be said of you humans!’

‘But do I understand you correctly, Gavan ap Huw?’ asked Iwan. ‘Do you now believe that the prince has betrayed us?’

There was a heavy silence. Branwen saw that the eyes of Gavan’s three lads were riveted on the old warrior’s face. ‘I do,’ he said at last. ‘It grieves me to the heart – but I can see no other answer to the riddle of his actions.’ He clenched his fists and shook them at the blind sky. ‘Traitor most foul!’ he shouted. ‘Had I known of this when I stood at his side, a knife to the heart would have been his reward!’

Branwen saw Bryn and Andras and Padrig staring at Gavan in consternation. There were tears in Padrig’s eyes.

Gavan surged to his feet. ‘Bryn! Fetch my horse! I must return and unmask the prince’s villainy!’ His hand clamped on to his sword hilt. ‘I have not lived the life of a warrior these three score years and five only to see Brython fall to such base corruption!’

The three boys also scrambled to their feet.

Branwen got up. ‘You will ride to your certain death if you head westward, Gavan ap Huw,’ she said urgently. ‘The prince cannot be taken by one man alone.’

‘Riders have been sent to Pengwern,’ Iwan reminded him. ‘King Cynon will raise an army against Bras Mynydd.’

‘Do not go back, lord,’ said Andras. ‘They are right – you will be killed before you can come nigh the prince.’

‘And what of your daughter if you die such a useless death?’ added Padrig. ‘Would you have her spend the rest of her life in captivity?’ He looked appealingly at the old warrior. ‘Remember your mission in the east, my lord. Remember Alwyn.’

Branwen looked sharply at Gavan.

Alwyn! Gavan had spoken to her once of his stolen daughter.

Brython had been at open war and Gavan in service to the king when his wife had been killed and his young daughter carried away into captivity. By the time Gavan could be released from the king’s side, the girl’s trail had long gone cold. For a year and a day the doughty warrior had moved in stealth through the dangerous Saxon lands to the east, but of his daughter there was no hint or rumour. It was as though the wild Saxon kingdoms had swallowed her up.

At last he had admitted defeat, and he had turned back to his homeland and then taken service with Prince Llew ap Gelert, tasked with training the young for the war that had no end.

That was the tale that Gavan had told her – but now it seemed that unexpected news of his daughter had come out of the east.

‘What did the boy tell you?’ Branwen asked, sitting again. ‘Is Alwyn alive, then?’

As he was reminded of his daughter, Gavan’s face became even more careworn. ‘Aye, it seems she is, if the boy Dillon is not mistaken.’ He also sat down, looking towards the small lad. ‘Tell your tale again, boy. Stand, and speak it with a brave heart; you’ve nothing to fear here.’

Trembling and with an anxious gaze, the boy got unsteadily to his feet. All eyes were upon him, but as he spoke, he looked only at Gavan, as though gaining courage from the old man’s face.

‘I don’t remember when I was captured,’ he began, his voice shaking a little. ‘I lived on a farm in the northeastern marshes of Teg Eingel.’ Branwen knew where he meant: Teg Eingel was the cantref directly to the north of her own homeland. ‘The Saxons came. They looted and burned our home …’ Dillon paused, swallowing.

‘An all too familiar tale,’ muttered Linette.

‘I was carried away as a prisoner,’ Dillon continued. ‘I think everyone else was killed. Leastways, I never saw any of my family again. I was taken to a great town on a wide river.’

‘Name the town, boy,’ Gavan said gently.

‘It was called Chester,’ said Dillon. ‘And the river was the Dee.’

These were names Branwen knew. The old town of Chester was in Saxon Mercia, no more than a day’s ride from the eastern border of Cyffin Tir.

‘I was taught enough Saxon words to be able to serve my masters,’ Dillon said. ‘Many moons passed in servitude – two or three summers, I think – and by then I had given up hope of ever being rescued. Then word came that an encampment of soldiers had been set up outside the town and that servants were needed there. I was sent to serve the soldiers.’

‘I know the camp well,’ said Rhodri. ‘I was also brought there as a servant, and would be there still had I not done as Dillon here did and escaped when opportunity presented itself.’

Dillon looked at Rhodri in amazement, although there was no sign that he recognized him from the camp. ‘Every day more men poured into the camp,’ the boy continued. ‘Brought together by a great warrior of the Saxon kingdoms, a man named Horsa Herewulf Ironfist, Thain of Winwaed.’

‘My old master!’ murmured Rhodri.

‘Yes, we know him,’ said Iwan. ‘Branwen saw him plunge to his death, thank the Three Saints!’

A bleak smile touched Dillon’s lips. ‘I’m glad he is dead,’ he said. ‘He was a bad man – but his son is worse still!’ He shivered as though at some dreadful memory. ‘Redwuld Grammod he is called.’

‘Redwuld the fierce,’ added Rhodri. ‘Redwuld the cruel. I know of that creature, although he did not live with Ironfist when I was with him. He lived at the court of King Oswald and had been there from early childhood. I never saw the man, but I heard tales of his bad temper and his viciousness.’

‘Then you must have made your escape before he returned to be with his father,’ said Dillon. ‘He is a very wicked man! I was set to work in Thain Ironfist’s Great Hall, and Redwuld Grammod was my master. There were many servants in that horrible place … but one woman stood out from the others. Redwuld had brought her with him from the north. Very beautiful she was, with flowing chestnut hair and big eyes like a doe; Redwuld treated her as a favourite. Leastways, I never saw her beaten as the rest of us were. She told me once that her name was Alwyn and that her father was a great warrior of Powys – one of the greatest warriors ever in the whole history of the Four Kingdoms. Lord Gavan ap Huw, hero of the battle of Rhos.’

‘And you escaped and sought out the great warrior?’ asked Rhodri.

‘I did,’ said Dillon, a proud light igniting in his eyes for a moment. ‘I was serving at a feast and I broke a favourite drinking goblet of Redwuld Grammod’s. He ordered that I should be whipped before the whole household the next morning. I have seen such beatings. People die of them. So I waited until the dead of night and then I crept quietly away under the noses of the guards.’

‘He arrived in Doeth Palas the same day you cut the half-Saxon captive loose,’ Gavan told Branwen, glancing at Rhodri. ‘In the aftermath of your actions, I had little time to spend on a runaway out of the east, but eventually I gave an ear to Dillon’s tale. I have no doubt that the woman he met was my Alwyn – closer than I could have ever imagined, and under the thumb of our greatest foe!’

‘And Prince Llew gave his permission for you to seek her out?’ Branwen asked in surprise. Gavan had told her that the last time he had asked permission to go in search of his daughter he had been told he could not be spared. And surely the Saxon threat was as great now as it had been then.

‘He gave his permission willingly,’ said Gavan. ‘And at the time I thought it strange that he did not refuse my request, but I see now that he was glad to have me out of his court with my unwanted questions.’ His brows knitted. ‘I believe that I may have been the only man in the prince’s court who did not know what he was planning. Angor was certainly deep in his counsels, and many others, too.’

‘He knew you could not be corrupted, I’d say,’ commented Iwan. ‘But at some point, as his plans grew to fruition, I think you would have been quietly done away with. Angor would relish such a duty!’

‘I doubt it not,’ said Gavan. ‘But we shall see who will gain the upper hand when next I see that villain, the fires of Annwn take him!’

‘The prince would not allow Lord Gavan to take any soldiers on his hunt into Mercia,’ said Andras. ‘But he said he could pick three lads of the court.’ Pride showed on his thin face. ‘He chose us to travel with him.’

‘Aye,’ said Gavan. ‘The best of a poor bunch, but trustworthy and stouthearted. And the lad Dillon asked to come with us.’

‘That was bravely done,’ said Rhodri, looking admiringly at the boy. ‘I’d have thought twice before returning to Ironfist’s lair!’

‘He’ll not be put in danger,’ said Gavan. ‘But he knows the layout of the camp, and he will help us get in and out undetected.’

‘I’m glad for you, Gavan ap Huw,’ said Branwen. ‘I know how your heart aches for your daughter. I hope you are successful.’

Gavan looked silently at her for a while, the firelight flickering in his eyes. Branwen got the impression he was turning thoughts over in his head, weighing her up before speaking again.

‘And so all tales are told,’ he said at last, looking into the eastern sky, where the glowing grey of dawn came creeping through the branches. ‘A new day has come.’ He got up and walked around the fire towards Branwen. Crouching in front of her, he rested his hands on her shoulders.

‘I have a boon to ask of you, Branwen,’ he said solemnly. ‘Do this thing for me and be your mother’s daughter once more!’

She looked warily into his rugged face. ‘What thing?’

‘Turn from the Old Gods while you still can,’ he said, his fingers biting into her shoulders. ‘I do not believe you are truly lost yet, Branwen, but if you do not repudiate them they will devour you, body, spirit and soul. Go back to your home, Branwen – go back to your mother. Be the child that the Lady Alis needs! Be Prince Griffith’s daughter! That is your true destiny! That is where you belong.’

Branwen gazed into the old warrior’s time-riven face and she saw fear in his eyes – fear for her – fear that the Shining Ones would destroy her.

A small voice whispered within her mind.

He’s right. Why not go home? Haven’t you done enough?

But she had heard that voice too often to listen to it now.



CHAPTER FOUR


Branwen shrugged off the urgent pressure of Gavan’s hands and stood up. She looked at the others – her followers. All eyes were on her. But what were they thinking? Did they hope that she would turn away from the Old Gods? Would they rather she led them off this mountain and down to the burned-out hulk of Garth Milain, there to build new defences against the Saxons?

‘We each have our own path to tread,’ Branwen said, her voice thick and slow as she rejected Gavan’s plea. ‘Go into the east, Gavan ap Huw. Seek for your daughter and bring her safe home!’ She walked towards the tethered horses. ‘I have a different way to go.’

‘You are a fool, Branwen,’ Gavan said, getting to his feet. But there was more sorrow than reproach in his voice. ‘This destiny will hurl you into your grave!’

She paused. ‘Maybe so,’ she said. ‘But the destiny is mine alone.’ She turned and stared up at the looming mountain. ‘I do not know what awaits me up there.’ She looked at her small band. ‘You agreed to follow me in the white heat of victory. Perhaps this chill dawn has brought wiser thoughts to you.’ She gazed from face to face. ‘I freely release any of you who would rather go with Gavan.’

‘Not dawn nor dusk nor deepest night will weaken my resolve to stay at your side,’ said Dera. Her eyes gleamed. ‘To the death, Branwen!’ she cried. ‘I shall follow you to the death!’
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