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Introduction




This story will take you to many places. 

Some places and people are not very well known, a lot of information about them is lost or was never found.

For this reason, I invented names of place and people where I needed to.

Any mistakes and oddities are therefore entirely my doing.

You're welcome.

Paul.








  
  

Chapter one

Rhys





"Rhys!" A mother shouted out the name a few more times, but there was no answer. That was a common occurrence in Dyn Lligwy. Rhys and his friends were often missing when things like chores came into play. They'd always manage to slip away unseen, enjoy themselves in the mountains around the tiny village, and then they'd return, looking as if they'd wrestled wild pigs in the mud. 

"Your boy will not hear you, Angharad," a neighbour said. "As always."

The mother shook her head. "He's so irresponsible. Always running off, always making trouble. He'll never be a Druid, Sian, and we want that for him so badly."

"He's going to be a good farmer," Sian said, as she continued grinding the grains for baking bread. "Or a shepherd."

"My Rhys? A shepherd?" Angharad snorted. "He'll lose the sheep faster than he can count them." She'd always put her hopes on her son becoming a Druid. Druids were well respected, and they learnt how to read and write the Ogham, the special script of the Druids. People even rumoured that the Ogham would allow certain Druids to perform magical things, although Angharad had never heard it from one of them herself. And no, she'd never dared ask anything like that. It wasn't for her and the other villagers to know such things.

As if so often when she was thinking of Druids, Bidhmall and Diviacus came walking along. Bidhmall, the Druidess of the village, guided the blind man along.

Angharad and Sian got up out of politeness, even though that wasn't necessary. She was impressed with the couple, how well they managed to get along despite Diviacus' blindness. Sian also stopped her work, curious as to why the Druids were here.

Angharad wondered where the two were going, and surprise was her share when Bidhmall stopped when they reached her.

"Angharad, Sian," the woman said, smiling at her.

Angharad had to stop herself from bowing. She always felt she had to, to pay them respect, even though the two had told her a hundred times she shouldn't.

"Bidhmall, Diviacus," Sian said instead. "How good to see you."

"And good to see you too," said Diviacus. The two women always felt like he could, indeed, see them, even when his eyes had become white. "Sian, we have come to ask you something," the man said.

"Ask me?" Sian looked shocked. "But…"

Davicius held up a hand and waited for her to stop speaking. "As you know, the Selection is going to be held soon." The Selection was an official moment, every ten years, when two children from the village would be chosen to be trained as Druid.

"Yes. I know." Sian sounded puzzled and anxious at the same time.

Bidhmall continues the conversation. "We've looked at many children, and we have chosen several to be good candidates. After some more discussion, and divining a few times under the full moon, we reached the conclusion there are several children who qualify. We would like to ask you to prepare the Selection."

"Me? But…" Sian was stunned. Being tasked with this was an honour. "I'm not sure I can do this alone."

"Angharad will be able to help you, no doubt," Diviacus said.

"Yes, of course," said Angharad. "Of course, I will help. I'd be honoured to."

Bidhmall reminded them the Selection would be done in seven days. "You will find the children in the right ages, prepare them and their parents, and you will decorate the circle for the day. We know you know what is involved, but if you have any questions or concerns, don't hesitate to approach us."

Sian and Angharad assured the Druids they'd come running if anything was unclear, or threatened to turn into a problem.

Bidhmall led Diviacus onward after they'd thanked the two women for their help.

Sian leaned over to her friend. "You need to prepare your son for this. This would be his chance."

"Rhys?" Angharad tried not to laugh too loudly. "I'd love for him to become a Druid, but you know my boy. He's always getting into trouble, and never listens to good advice. What makes you think he'll listen to them?"

"Because they're Druids," Sian replied. "He respects them. In his own way."

"That is a kind way of putting it…" Angharad shook her head, but in her mind something told her to try it anyway.

* * *

Rhys's father, Tarren, had listened to his wife after coming home from the location where he'd been tanning hides. He was a leather worker by trade, and his wares were valued in the wide area.

"Rhys. A Druid," he said, sitting outside, watching her make their food. A faint smile played around his lips. "Did you tell the boy yet?"

"Which boy? Nye?" Fharley asked, who just then returned from her day in the fields. She was Rhys' older and Nye's younger sister, and she'd only caught that last sentence.

"The noise with dirt on it," her father explained.

"Oh. Rhys. What about him?" Fharley sat down and looked relieved. It had clearly been a tough day again, with the harvest approaching. After hearing about the idea of her younger brother being a candidate for the Druid's training, she almost fell over for laughing. "Rhys? Really? Sian must have been joking, mother!" She looked around. "Nye has to hear this!"

Her older brother hadn't returned from the hunt yet, though, so she had to wait telling him this amazing and silly bit of news.

Screams and shouts bounced over the area where the simple houses of the villagers were built.

"They're coming," Angharad said, recognising the sounds of children arriving back for food. "I wonder what happened today."

Rhys wasn't known to be the very careful type. He had the most scars of all the children, and for some reason they all considered him their leader for that. As the cluster of youngsters came closer, its parts drifted off to their respective homes.

One part, soaked, with some plants hanging from his hair, and one shoe missing, came over to where his family sat.

"I'm home," said Rhys.

Fharley stared at him, holding her nose. "What happened to you? You stink."

Rhys sniffed his dripping sleeve. "I don't."

"Son, you do. You stink." Tarren got up and grabbed the boy by an arm. "We need to do something about that…"

The two disappeared from view. Rhys's protests could be heard for a while.

When they returned, Rhys was even wetter, but the bath he'd gotten, in a drinking trough for the animals, had done a lot of good. The green was gone from his hair, while the smell was where his clothes had been dumped, behind the house.

"Go put on something clean," Angharad said. "I know you have something clean. I washed it myself."

"I'm hungry," Rhys said, leaning over the big pot hanging over the fire. "What is it?" He stuck a finger in the broth, yelped as he almost burnt his finger, and decided to put on fresh clothes.

Tarren looked at the boy go inside. "I don't understand why he's still alive."

"He's a good boy," Angharad said, feeling she had to defend her son, but she'd thought the same thing more than once.

"I am a good boy!" Rhys's ears were excellent. "I'm a hungry good boy!" He appeared again, and looked at the bowls on the ground. "Very hungry."

As their food was ready anyway, Angharad filled a bowl for each of them, and for a while there was relative silence.

During dinner, Angharad forbade Rhys to leave again. "I have to clean your clothes so often, they wear thin ten times faster than Nye's or Fharley's."

"Hmpf." Rhys knew he'd be watched for the rest of the evening. His mother said no, so that was final.

* * *

The week passed quickly. Sian and Angharad worked hard on getting everything ready for the Selection. All the parents visited them often, hoping their children would be considered. Even those who were too young or too old.

They cleaned the area around the small stone circle which had been created by the Druids, long ago. It was the pride of the village.

On the day before the big day, Sian and Angharad counted the children they thought would make a good line-up for the Druids.

Sian tried to convince Angharad to add Rhys to the group, but Angharad shook her head.

"The Druids would never take him, Sian. He's too wild. Too stubborn. If they see him, they'll turn and run off."

"Not all of them," Sian said.

"No?" Angharad was a bit puzzled.

"No. Diviacus is blind, remember?"

Angharad looked at her friend, then almost fell over for laughter. "Come, let's get this all sorted and set up."

* * *

The day arrived. Everyone in the village was nervous, especially the children who would be in the line-up.

Angharad had decided to keep Rhys out of that group, and she'd asked Fharley and Nye to keep an eye on him. She didn't want Rhys to go out and do something stupid, like breaking his neck, or worse - make a mess of the Selection.

Rhys, of course, had protested firmly, but mother's no was no.

The Druids had all come to the village. There were six of them this time, and of course Bidhmall and Diviacus were among them. The Druids lived in their own little corner of the village, so they didn't have to come from far.

The children, all washed and dressed their best, sat waiting for the big moment, but first the leader of the Druids, the blind Diviacus, had to speak to the assembled villagers.

"Dear people," the man said, looking around with his white eyes. "We are pleased to see all of you here."

Everyone had the uncanny idea, as always, that Diviacus really saw them, even when that was impossible. But he was a Druid.

"As each time on this day, we have come here to select two children who will be trained as Druids. They will learn how to read and write, and also they'll be taught in all our ways and secrets. These children will take over the position of the old Druids in the area, giving guidance to the villages near here, once they've completed their training. That will take many years, which is why we select children from a young age."

Cullen, another renowned Druid, joined the old one. "We shall now speak with each child, and determine if she or he will be fit to endure the training."

Each villager knew the training would be hard. More than once, a child had been sent back home, because it couldn't keep up the pace, or the topics to study were just too hard.

And so the actual Selection started. Each child was asked to approach the group of six Druids. The talking between them was done quietly, with all the Druids sitting with them so they didn't tower over the interviewed child.

Each conversation took quite a while, but in the end, all nine had been seen and talked with.

The Druids talked among themselves for some time. That was no different than other times, but this was the moment where everyone was becoming nervous. Which two children would be chosen?

It was Bidhmall, one of the female Druids, who stepped forward. "It was a difficult decision," she said, with a powerful and clear voice. "Also, a strange one, because we had hoped to choose two children, and we have selected only one."

A hush went through the gathered crowd. No one could remember this happening before.

"However," Bidhmall continued, "there is a child of the right age we haven't seen nor spoken. It is the son of Tarren and Angharad. Rhys. Where is he?"

Now the villagers fell silent. Everyone knew Rhys. And everyone knew why he wasn't here.

"Are you sure you want to see him?" Angharad asked. She knew she shouldn't ask that. The Druids were wise, but their Rhys?

"Yes. We are, Angharad. Would you be so kind to fetch him?" Bidhmall smiled as she asked it.

"Go, woman," Tarren said. "Go get him."

Angharad got up and hurried away, to their house.

Nye and Fharley were surprised to see their mother so soon, and so excited.

"They want what? Rhys?" Nye shook his head. "Are they drunk?"

This news was so shocking and unusual that even Rhys fell silent. He just stared at his mother, and let her drag him along to the stone circle. She cautioned him to behave and not say stupid things, and to pretend he was a polite child, but she felt her words didn't even register with him.

"Ah. There he is. Rhys." Bidhmall was still standing at the same spot and held out her hand.

"Mama… I'm scared," Rhys whispered.

Angharad had never heard him say that. "They only want to talk with you, Rhys. Go. Be a good boy." She couldn't believe this was happening.








  
  

Chapter two

Druid





Rhys slowly walked up to the woman in her white robe. He'd always admired the Druids, even when no one knew. They usually wore grey or green robes, but these white ones were so amazing, so impressive. 

Bidhmall held out her hand. "Hello Rhys. Come with with me. You don't need to be scared, we just want to talk with you."

"I'm not scared," said the boy, but his hand trembled a little as he took hers. Gone were all his wild thoughts and crazy actions.

He followed and was told to sit down with the other Druids.

"Hello, young Rhys," Diviacus said. "It's good to see you."

"How can you see me?" Rhys asked, immediately knowing he was out of line. "I'm sorry."

His parents would have fainted, hearing him say that. Rhys was never sorry for anything he did.

Diviacus just smiled. "There is much you don't know."

Cullen then asked: "Rhys. Why weren't you here before? Don't you want to become a Druid?"

Rhys looked at the man. Cullen was still young for a Druid, perhaps thirty five years of age. "My parents told me to stay home," he said. "They were afraid I'd do things here."

"That was not my question," Cullen said, smiling. "Do you want to become a Druid?"

Rhys thought about that. It was the first time he did so, because he'd always been too busy doing all the wild things with his friends, thinking up even more crazy stuff to do the next time. "I don't know," he finally said. "Fharley always says I'm too wild to be a Druid."

"Fharley is your sister, isn't she?" Bidhmall asked.

Rhys turned around for a moment. Fharley and Nye were in the circle too now, curious about this. "Yes. She's there. And Nye. My brother."

Diviacus nodded. "We heard you are always doing things in a different way, Rhys. You think of things others don't. Do you sometimes think people don't understand you?"

Rhys nodded. "Often." He was surprised that this old, blind man asked this. He'd often wondered why the other children hadn't come up with the same things he'd done so far, and why it sometimes took so long for them to understand something which was clear as day for him very quickly. Well, all of them except Keyna. Keyna could be quick too. Rhys considered her his best friend, although he'd never dared to tell her.

"What are you thinking now, Rhys?" Bidhmall was studying him. His face.

"I was thinking about Keyna," he said. "She's smart. And fun."

"Yes, we know," Cullen agreed. He looked at the other Druids. "I think we know enough. Is there anything you'd like to ask him?"

Another Druid raised a hand. "Rhys. What do you know of writing?"

"It's difficult," said Rhys. "My Dad said so. It's to do with marks and knowing what they mean."

"And what do you know about the forest, and the plants?"

Rhys grinned. He knew a lot about that, because he'd spent so much time there. "I even know what things you can eat. Even when Mum says you can't." He'd had many a stomach ache finding that out.

"Thank you, Rhys. You can return to your family now."

Rhys got up and walked backwards for a while, unsure if he should really go. Then he turned and ran off.

"How did it go?" his mother asked. "What did they ask?"

Rhys told them about the questions, but before he was done talking, Bidhmall was looking at the crowd and asked for everyone's attention.

"That's quick," said Tarren. "Usually they need a lot more time."

"We have spoken with all the children," Bidhmall said, her voice strong and clear, "and we have reached a decision. The first child we would like to train is Keyna."

Rhys looked up. Keyna? Of course! She was so smart! If anyone should be a Druid, it would be her. He looked at the others, who were eagerly awaiting the name of the second child.

Keyna walked to Diviacus and Cullen, who waved at her to come over. Everyone cheered as she walked over, and she calmly kept walking until she reached the men in their white robes.

"And the second child we chose is Rhys."

Silence fell over the area, and all eyes turned to the boy.

"Mum, why is everyone looking at me?" Rhys asked.

His mother stared at Bidhmall, not even noticing the question her son asked.

"Because it's you, dummy," his brother Nye said, slapping him over the head. "I don't know why, but they think you can become a Druid. Now go, go over there." He all but shoved Rhys forward.

"What? Me?" Rhys looked at Nye and his sister.

"Yes. You, Rhys," Bidhmall said. "Come over here. Join Diviacus and Cullen, and Keyna." All the Druids laughed at Rhys's astonished face as he walked over to them.

He couldn't understand this. He would never be a Druid. Everyone had always told him so.

"Welcome, young man," said Cullen as he put a hand on Rhys's shoulder.

Rhys glanced at Keyna, who seemed to be very happy. "They made a mistake," he whispered to her.

"They didn't," Keyna assured him. "You're smart."

"We did not make a mistake, young Rhys," Diviacus said, also putting a hand on his shoulder. "We know what we're doing."

Rhys doubted that. For the first time in his life, he doubted the Druids.

* * *

All the people had gone home, except Keyna's and Rhys's parents. They would hear what was going to happen next.

Bidhmall explained that the children would have to live among the Druids, because the training would be very intense and demanding a lot of them. "Any distraction will be a big hindrance for them, that is why we ask this of them. And of you. Do you, as parents, agree that your children will live with the Druids?"

The parents hesitated. This was, after all, a big change in their lives, as well as that of the children. They did say yes, though.

Cullen then knelt down and looked at the two who'd been chosen. "Do you want to become Druids?" he simply asked.

Rhys looked at Keyna, who was looking at him. "Do you?" he asked.

"I think so," she said. "If you do it too."

"I'll do it if you do," he said.

Keyna nodded. "Then I'll do it."

"And me too," Rhys decided. If this meant he would be around Keyna more, that would be worth anything the Druids could make him do.

He couldn't have been more wrong.

* * *

Rhys and Keyna had moved to the Druid village, and joined the others, who were still in training. Many of the older ones were gone for weeks, working as Druids for the nearby villages, where they gained experience, but they always returned for more weeks, to learn more, and to teach the new ones, like Rhys and Keyna.

The two learnt how to read and write the Ogham, the ancient writing of the Druids. They learnt about the sun, the moon and the stars, about healing medicine and how to make it, and they learnt how to think, how to consider things from many sides, without emotional involvement.

Days became weeks, then months, then years, and each day their heads were filled with knowledge, and they were asked to recite all the information they'd learnt. Not much of that was written down, as Ogham was written on tree bark, and hard to put in there. Druids had to know it.

One day, Rhys and Keyna had one of their sparse afternoons off.

As usual, they first went to see their families in the village, wearing their green robes. Those robes told everyone they were official Druids by now, although they hadn't completed their studies yet.

They stopped at Keyna's parents' house, and talked with her father and mother. Keyna's older brother had found a life partner of his own, several years ago, and lived somewhere not too far away. Fharley and Nye had both found good people to live with as well.

Fharley had been handfasted just a year ago, and the ceremony had been done by Bidhmall, and Rhys had been present as Druid in training.

It had been a very wonderful, emotional and also satisfying experience for him. Not many Druids had the privilege to do this for their own siblings.

That event had been on Rhys's mind ever since. The impetuous child had grown into a rather calm, contemplative and even sensitive young man.

After taking their leave from his parents, the two walked off towards a narrow river, not far from Din Lligwy village. They liked going there, to enjoy the quiet, and having the time to talk. Talking to each other had become a precious commodity with their busy studies.

The young Druids sat down, kicked off their shoes, and dangled their feet in the water.

"I'm glad we're here," Keyna said, leaning back, her long, dark hair falling down behind her.

"So am I," Rhys said, and had a long look at her.

"Is there something on my face?" she asked.

"No. Why?"

"You're looking like that."

"I look at you often. In case you hadn't noticed." Rhys grinned.

"I know, and each time I think there's something on my face." She rubbed her cheeks. "Better?"

"No," Rhys said, being honest.

"You're not a big help, Rhys. Not now." Keyna shook her head. "You help me with so many things in the studies… I don't know how to thank you. But I should first…" She veered up and bent over to scoop up water, to wash her face. Through some mishap, she slid down a bit too fast, and leaning over, she fell face first into the river.

"Keyna!" Rhys tried to keep her from going in, but he was too late. He jumped into the river and grabbed her, pulling her up and on the grass side again. "Did you hurt yourself?"

Keyna wiped her hair to the side as they sat there, both drenched. "No. But I hope my face is clean now."

Rhys slowly wiped some of her hair to the side as well, and rested his hand against her cheek, as he looked into her eyes. "Keyna… I think…"

She looked at him in a particular way. "You think?" Her voice wasn't mocking, but gentle.

"I think I love you, Keyna. No. I don't think that. I know I do." He'd been wanting to say these words for so long, they'd become stones on his mind. Now he'd spoken them, and he felt so much lighter.

"Rhys…" She lay her hand over his. "I…" She blew some water from her lips. "I think I know that too. I never thought you would be interested in someone like me. And sorry for spraying on your face."

"I don't care," Rhys said. "Even if you throw me into the river now."

"You're serious, aren't you?"

"I am. I love you, Keyna."

She moved fast. Grabbing his wet robe, she dropped herself towards the river, pulling him along, and after a big splash, they both sat in the water. "I love you too, Rhys."

"I can tell," he said as he got up and offered her his hand. She took it, and let him pull her up as well. As the water seeped back into the stream, they embraced each other and shared their first kiss…

* * *

Rhys and Keyna had tried to keep their feelings for each other a secret, but Diviacus was the first one to notice. The two had a deep respect for the blind Druid, who seemed to see so much more than people who still had their eyesight.

"Tell me," he said, after a long and difficult lesson. "How long have you been feeling like this towards each other?"

They knew better than to play innocent. Diviacus would know.

"About a year now," Keyna said, taking Rhys's hand.

The old Druid nodded. "I had thought it would be longer." He smiled. "Have you thought about making it official?"

"With a handfasting, you mean?" Rhys was surprised in a good way.

"I mean that, yes." Diviacus turned his face to Keyna. "And you? Clearly, Rhys has thought about that."

"I… ehm…" Keyna glanced at Rhys and grinned. "I have too. I just thought that waiting a little longer would be good."

Diviacus shook his head slowly. "Why would you wait for something good? Something each of you want? That's so silly of many people. It is right in front of you both. Why wait, please explain that to me."

The couple exchanged a long, longing glance and decided they didn't know why they hadn't talked about this yet.

"I guess it's because we're still studying," Rhys tried, but Diviacus responded to that with a huff.

"Not a good enough reason, Rhys," he said. "You two know by now that Druids stand for honesty and justice. Your honesty should be to each other, and Bidhmall and Cullen would very much like to do your honesty justice."

"Yes. We would."

Rhys and Keyna turned around as if bees had stung them. The two other Druids had come closer, without them hearing it.

"You heard all this?" Keyna asked.

"We did. But we know it already," Cullen said, and sat down with them, as Bidhmall did. "Is there something we should talk about?"









