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WITH ONLY FOUR DAYS until Cade is to be crowned High King of the Britons, the combined might of gods and men are set to prevent his ascension. Once again the companions are scattered as the struggle against dark forces—both old and new—threatens to overwhelm them.
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THE PENDRAGON’S CHALLENGE is the seventh book in The Last Pendragon Saga.

A Quick Recap of the Last Pendragon Saga ...
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LAST WE SAW CADE, RHIANN, and their friends, they had defeated the armies of Mercia, led by Cade’s uncle, King Penda, at Caer Fawr, a hillfort in eastern Wales. Penda, along with his son Peada (who had once intended to marry Rhiann), had been seduced by Mabon, the son of Arianrhod and Arawn, the Lord of the Underworld. Much of the damage sustained in that battle had been glamour arranged by Mabon. Once he returns to the Otherworld and Penda’s folly is revealed, Penda asks Cade to ally with him in Mercia’s own fight against another Saxon lord, Oswin of Northumbria.

Cade refuses to join his uncle, in large part because the battle had revealed to Taliesin and Cade the real danger they faced: the Thirteen Treasures of Britain were in play, and more sidhe than just Mabon and Arianrhod were meddling in the human world. They decide that in the months before Cade’s crowning as High King of the Britons, set for the day of the summer solstice, Cade must return to Dinas Bran to consolidate his rule over the Kingdom of Gwynedd. Taliesin, meanwhile, would set out immediately in search of the rest of the Treasures.

The Pendragon’s Challenge picks up the story three months after the events of Rise of the Pendragon.

Cast of Characters
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Cadwaladr (Cade) ap Cadwallon—King of Gwynedd

Rhiann ferch Cadfael—Cade’s wife (Queen of Gwynedd)

Cadfael—Rhiann’s father, King of Gwynedd (deceased)

Cadwallon—Cade’s father, King of Gwynedd (deceased)

Alcfrith—Cade’s mother

Penda—King of Mercia

Peada—Penda’s son

Oswin—King of Northumbria
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Beli—King of the Otherworld

Arianrhod—Goddess, Beli’s daughter

Arawn—Lord of the Underworld

Mabon—Arianrhod’s and Arawn’s son

Gwydion—Arianrhod’s brother
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Cade’s Companions

Taliesin—seer/bard

Goronwy—knight

Catrin—seeress

Dafydd—knight, Goronwy’s brother

Angharad—Dafydd’s wife

Bedwyr—knight

Hywel—knight

​Chapter One

Dinas Bran 

June 655 AD
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“We ride!” The shout echoed all the way to the top of the keep. “Hail Cadwaladr! King of the Cymry! The king shines forth!” 

The gate opened, and the host of cavalry surged forward. The narrow causeway between the ramparts was full of Mercians, but the riders swept down the pathway, their arms swinging, taking out every enemy within reach, even as they picked up speed. All the way down from the fort, the hapless Mercians fell under the horses’ hooves or—those who were less lucky—to one side, where a sword sliced through them. 

Then they reached the field. “My God!” That was Bedwyr. Just ahead, Hywel checked his horse.

Exhilarated by the heat of battle, Goronwy threw back his head and laughed, and then he spurred his horse into the fray, Hywel and Bedwyr close behind. Even if this was his end, he would die with his friends. He put everything from his mind but his sword and the men he intended to kill with it.

He met a Mercian axe with his blade and ripped it away. He turned to the other side and thrust the point through another man’s throat. But then a third man buried his axe in his horse’s chest, and the creature went down. Goronwy cleared his feet from the stirrups just in time. Back to back with Hywel, with hardly a pause for breath, he continued to fight. 

Sweat poured down his face as Goronwy shoved his sword through the midsection of one Mercian, pulled it from his belly, and in almost the same motion, slashed through another’s thigh. He spun and met a third man’s blade. A grin split the red-bearded Mercian’s face. For the first time, Goronwy felt weakness in his arms and found himself giving way under the onslaught. 

And then the point of an arrow punched through the Mercian’s ribs. He’d been lunging at Goronwy, his axe held above his head and ready for a killing blow. Instead, from her vantage point at the top of the keep, Rhiann had shot him.

Behind Goronwy, Hywel fought on as one possessed, and Goronwy resumed his place at his back. Sweat ran into Goronwy’s eyes, and he swiped at it with the back of his hand. Or maybe those were tears.




––––––––

[image: ]


THEY’D BEEN TEARS, in fact, of pain and rage at what the Saxons had wrought. Now, as Goronwy stood on the battlements of Dinas Bran looking east, the sight of the banner of Mercia coming towards him nearly brought him to his knees. The memory of what they’d endured at Caer Fawr still clouded his vision, and he fought it. Men had died that day at King Penda’s behest. That some of those deaths had been an illusion brought on by Mabon’s glamour, did nothing to quell the fire in Goronwy’s belly at what had happened to them there. Even now, three months on, most nights he dreamed of that battle.

When he was able to sleep at all.

He licked his lips at the bitter taste the vision had left in his mouth. The meddling of the sidhe represented nothing more or less than everything that was wrong with the world. Goronwy’s stomach churned to think of the smug look of superiority that seemed a permanent fixture on Mabon’s face. He hated the way Arianrhod, the goddess of the silver wheel of time and fate, manipulated mortals—Cade in particular, but that meant all those who served him—to do her bidding whether he wanted to or not. And it was a crime of the first order that Taliesin was beholden to Gwydion, Arianrhod’s brother, for his sight, and found it conferred or withheld at the sidhe’s whim.

Goronwy believed to the depths of his being that the world would be a better place without the sidhe in it, and yet—

A hand on his arm startled him, and he turned, the rage still untamed inside him. “What?”

Catrin stared at him wide-eyed. She took a step back, both hands coming up defensively. “I’m sorry, my lord. I didn’t mean to disturb your thoughts.”

Goronwy took in a deep breath, dampening down his emotions. These days his anger was never far from the surface. “It is I who should be sorry. You have done nothing wrong.” He pointed over the battlement to the company of Mercians that had started to make its way up the long road from the valley floor. “I saw them coming and was thinking of Caer Fawr.”

A shadow entered Catrin’s eyes, for she’d been there too—not as a warrior but as the healer she was. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I wish I could help.”

Coming from someone else, her words might have sounded patronizing, and the last thing Goronwy wanted was sympathy. But Catrin meant them exactly as she’d said them. She was also one of the reasons that his hatred of the world of the sidhe couldn’t be sustained for long. For like Taliesin, she was a seer, though rather than seeing the future, she sensed magic and the truth in people. 

Unfortunately for Goronwy, hating the world of the sidhe was also not far off from hating himself. His mother had been the great seeress, Nest, and he had inherited a small portion of her abilities. As a child he’d seen auras—the shimmer of light around a person ranging across the spectrum from purple to red, indicating good or evil, health or sickness. His mother had been extraordinarily pleased when she’d realized that he had inherited her gift. But the way she’d spoken of it—and him—to others had made Goronwy uncomfortable. He hadn’t wanted to be a seer. He wanted to be a warrior.

Before long, he taught himself to turn his head away from what his inner eye showed him, and he refused to speak of it to her again. The first time he denied his gift, his mother had slapped his face. But any strong-willed child learns very quickly how to get the better of his parent, and denying his gift gained Goronwy attention—for a time. Then, of course, as his abilities disappeared, his mother lost all interest in him.

Whatever else Goronwy’s mother had been, her gift had been a true one. Catrin reminded Goronwy very much of her, though Catrin’s heart was warmer, despite her years of isolation, than his mother’s had ever been. In the aftermath of Caer Fawr, it had occurred to him for the first time in many years that he might have done himself a disservice in suppressing his gift in favor of those feelings that came from his physical senses: the smooth leather of his sword hilt in his hand, the crunch of a man’s nose breaking as Goronwy hit him with his elbow, or the smell of a woman’s skin. 

Those sensations, to him, were far more important and real than the world of the sidhe, but his familiarity with the ways of the gods was probably also one of the reasons he hadn’t run away from Cade when he’d learned the truth about who he really was—or Catrin, for that matter, when he’d encountered her on the road from Caerleon. Hiding his sight had never troubled Goronwy because he’d told himself that he really was no different from anyone else. Any man could have the sight if he would only open himself up to it. The more Goronwy dreamt of Caer Fawr, however, the more he was starting to think that maybe this wasn’t entirely true. 

He had accepted his preternatural awareness as part and parcel of what any good fighter could marshal when the need arose. Cade had it. Goronwy thought that even his younger brother, Dafydd, who was born of a different mother from Goronwy, had it. But if Goronwy was honest with himself, he had to admit that his gifts went beyond the usual, and to attribute his skill in battle to training alone was the worst of hubris, of the kind the sidhe would frown upon most severely.

It was as if, after all his years of adventuring and wandering, he’d come full circle.

Catrin lifted her chin to indicate the oncoming Mercians. “Why would Penda be coming here?”

Goronwy looked with her. “I doubt it’s Penda. Peada at best, or perhaps a lesser lord who does Penda’s bidding. Regardless, Penda should know better than to show his face in Cade’s court ever again.”

The rage threatened to overwhelm Goronwy once again, but even as he fought it, he found Catrin’s hand resting on his arm as she’d done before he’d shouted at her. “I know anger can help men in battle, and it is hard to let go of once you’ve left the field, but I see how it eats away at you. Can I help?”

Goronwy almost growled at her again, but he swallowed that down too. “I don’t need help. I have it under control.” But even as he spoke, he knew his words weren’t true, by the very fact of his denial.

She didn’t argue with him, just studied him with that gentle expression. He cleared his throat, knowing that if he looked into those gray eyes for another heartbeat, he’d be back to tears, and that he couldn’t have—not with Mercia on their doorstep. So instead of answering or being honest, he cleared his throat, gave her a stiff bow, and departed for the gatehouse.

As he strode away, he deliberately put Catrin from his mind. With four days to Cade’s crowning, the last thing he needed was to be distracted by her or his own emotions. A warrior learned to accept his role in the order of things and to live with the consequences of his actions—or he didn’t live long.

* * * * *
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CATRIN WATCHED GORONWY stride towards the gatehouse where undoubtedly he would be one of the first to inspect whoever this was who was riding to Dinas Bran on behalf of King Penda. For months Catrin been trying to reach Goronwy, and with this latest rejection, she finally had to accept that she’d tried for the last time. All she’d wanted to tell him was that she sensed a great foreboding in the mountain beneath their feet. It had been growing in her mind for some time, though she hadn’t put into words what she was sensing. It was very real to her now, however, and her thought had been to discuss it first with Goronwy before going to Taliesin or Cade.

When they’d met, she’d dismissed Goronwy as a soldier, who was by definition an oaf and not worthy of her time. Months of association had shown her that he was a prince and a warrior, with a sharp mind that understood far more than he let on. Even more, he was an honorable man, with a sense of humor and a large heart which he hid beneath a polished exterior. 

Catrin looked down at her feet. She’d been alone for a long time, and for years she’d told herself that no man would ever move her again. At Caer Fawr, she’d wondered if walking at Taliesin’s side might be one kind of end for her, but before he’d departed on his quest for the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, he’d made it clear to her that they were not meant to be together, and she had bowed to his wishes and his wisdom. 

After that, it had been natural for her to turn to Goronwy for companionship. He wasn’t afraid of her like so many others and, on rare occasions, she’d even sensed a kind of magic in him—though that didn’t happen often. And when he was angry, as he’d been just now, he was no different from any other mortal man.

After Caer Fawr, if she’d asked, Cade would have ensured a safe journey for her to wherever she wanted to go. He had men who served him all across north Wales, any one of whom would have been delighted to find themselves housing a gifted healer. 

But she’d stayed, and as Catrin gazed at the oncoming Mercians, she realized that doing so had been a mistake. Before she’d come north with Goronwy, she’d been able to feel the hum of the earth in everything she touched. But since she’d arrived at Cade’s court, she’d felt disconnected from life around her. At first she’d thought it was because she’d spent too much time inside the castle, separated from the earth by the rocky outcrop on which the castle perched.

But then Catrin realized that her disengagement didn’t have anything to do with whether it was rock or soil beneath her feet. She was a seer, and the earth was a living, breathing thing that a few feet of stone, which were part of the earth too, could hardly affect. No, it had to do with allowing others to choose her path for her. 

It was time to go, and maybe it would make sense to go now. She would tell Cade about the darkness rising within the mountain, let Rhiann know that she was leaving, and then slip out the wicket gate. With the arrival of the Mercians and the ongoing preparations for Cade’s departure for Caer Fawr tomorrow night, nobody—and by that she could admit she meant Goronwy—would even notice she was gone. Before she could think better of her decision, she hurried from the battlement to find Cade and Rhiann, and then to collect her things. 

Chapter Two

Rhiann

––––––––
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RHIANN GLARED AT HER husband, her hands on her hips. “You didn’t really think this was going to be easy, did you?” 

Cade laughed, his whole body shaking with amusement. “I was a fool, Rhiann. Forgive me?”

Rhiann shook her head. As if there was anything to forgive. “Now, what about Llywelyn?” 

“I’ve known too many who’ve gone back on their word to choose that name,” Cade said.

Rhiann collapsed onto a nearby stool. “You have known far too many men who’ve disgraced their honor. How are we to choose a name when you eliminate every one for that reason?”

“Our son, if I am not mistaken that this child is to be a son, is going to have enough to live up to—or live down to—without being burdened by an inappropriate name.”

Rhiann eyed him. “How likely is it that you are wrong about the child being a boy?”

Cade looked down at the ground. Rhiann knew that stance. He looked down when he was struggling with himself—in this case because he didn’t want to appear arrogant, even though he would be lying if he said that there was a possibility he didn’t know for certain. 

She made a huh sound at the back of her throat. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a son. While she knew that Cade would be pleased by a daughter—and would say so if asked—every man needed a son, especially a man who would soon be crowned High King of the Britons. Not even three months in the womb, and the child was already burdened with the kingship. “Then I suppose Cadfael won’t work. I would so like to name our son after my father.” 

Cade glanced up, his face paling, but then he saw the smile twitching on Rhiann’s lips. “You had me worried for a moment.”

“I wouldn’t be opposed to Cadwallon,” Rhiann said.

“It may come to that, though Cadwallon ap Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon is quite a mouthful to foist on a child.”

“I’m sure we’d manage. We’d call him Wally.” Rhiann grinned outright at how Cade’s face paled again. “Then again, he will be born at Christmas. We could call him—”

A knock came at the door, interrupting Rhiann’s next suggestion. It was probably just as well, because Cade wouldn’t have liked the name on her lips any more than he’d liked any of the others. 

“Come in,” Cade said.

Taliesin pushed the door open wide enough to poke his head in the space between the frame and the door. At Cade’s impatient wave, he shoved the door open fully. The bard was wearing his ratty old cloak and traveling boots—and a pack on his back.

Rhiann frowned. “We aren’t leaving until tomorrow. Why are you already dressed for a journey now?” 

“Because I’m going away,” Taliesin said. “Alone.”

Unhappiness rose in Rhiann’s chest. Catrin had just informed them that she couldn’t stay another hour at Dinas Bran, and now Taliesin looked to be telling them the same thing. Cade, however, seemed completely unsurprised by this news. “I will not try to stop you. May God show you the straight path.” He canted his head. “Or the gods, if you prefer.”

“I can guarantee you that my path will not be straight.” Taliesin released a puff of air. “Up until Caer Fawr, we were luckier than maybe we deserved or was warranted, but everything I’ve discovered since then has only made me more fearful of what we face.”

Cade nodded. “A moment ago, Catrin told me that she sensed power shifting within the mountain. Is that what is sending you away?”

“I was leaving already.” He looked directly at Cade. “You should too.”

“I had planned to leave for Caer Fawr tomorrow night,” Cade said.

“No. Now.”

That was unusually straightforward speaking for Taliesin. Cade looked at him for a heartbeat, but then he nodded, accepting his bluntness as urgency. “All right. We will.” He grimaced. “After I speak to whoever is coming to see me from Mercia.”

Rhiann rose to her feet and put her arms around Taliesin in a quick embrace. He didn’t respond, just stood where he was planted, unbending as a tree. “Thank you,” she released him, “for everything.” She hadn’t expected him to hug her back. It wasn’t his way, and she didn’t take offense.

“I will return, my dear.” Then Taliesin smiled—that joyful, child-like smile that made him look younger than she was, even though she knew he was very old inside. “I already promised your husband that I would.”

“I know that too,” Rhiann said. “I expect to see you again, but sometimes you get lost, and I didn’t want you to go without telling you how I felt.”

Taliesin had left them shortly after the battle at Caer Fawr and spent the intervening months searching for the Thirteen Treasures of Britain. Everywhere he went, he found other men ahead of him or just behind, but in every case, he’d found no sign of the remaining Treasures. On one hand, that could be construed as a comfort, but on the other, if the Treasures were being moved or hidden, then the one doing so was growing more powerful by the day.

Taliesin kept the smile on his face, though it became a little fixed at her frank expression of emotion. But then he bowed. She’d thrown in the comment about getting lost to let him know that he hadn’t deceived her with his assurances. He was worried—about them, about Wales, and about the darkness beneath their feet.

His arms folded across his chest, Cade had continued to study Taliesin throughout his exchange with Rhiann. “Cariad, will you excuse us?”

Rhiann nodded and left the room, closing the door gently behind her. Cade and Taliesin communicated on a level that left her out, but after everything she and Cade had been through, she’d learned to trust that he would tell her what he and Taliesin discussed when she needed to know.

She entered the great hall and pulled up short at the sight of the party of Mercians entering from the other direction through the front doors. They must have galloped up the mountain to have reached the castle already.

Striding ahead of his troop of ten men was Peada, the son of Penda, the King of Mercia. At her appearance, he stopped too, halting just past the central fireplace. The fire was burning brightly and drawing well, thanks to the blessing Taliesin had bestowed upon it—as well as the newly cleared vent in the right hand wall that brought air into the room and encouraged the smoke and ash to draw upwards towards the hole in the ceiling. 

The glow of the flames lit Peada’s face. “I would speak to your lord.”

Rhiann found it difficult to even look at Peada. She was beyond angry at his father, who’d caused the deaths of so many Britons. The Mercians had been deceived by Mabon’s whisperings, as had many men over the years, but the battle at Caer Fawr had been only one of a long string of outrages against the Welsh committed by Peada’s people.

“Why?” she said, unwilling to even make the attempt to be polite.

Peada blinked. He hadn’t expected to be challenged.

Rhiann took in a breath, reining in her temper, and gestured towards several small tables arranged near the fire. “Please, sit. The time for the evening meal has not yet come, but I will arrange for food for you. My husband is in close conference with his advisors, and I will let him know that you are here.”

Peada’s expression cleared at her explanation, and he bowed. “Thank you, Madam.” Then he gestured to his men that they should fill in the benches on either side of the table.

Rhiann spun on her heel and marched back the way she’d come, heading towards the kitchen. She needed to let the cook know that a prince of Mercia and his men had entered the hall. It would be courteous, as Queen of Gwynedd, for her to serve him with her own hands, but she couldn’t stomach the thought. 

Fortunately, just as she reached the doorway, Cade and Taliesin appeared, coming from the side corridor, and Rhiann hastened to intercept them before they entered the hall. “It’s Peada who has come!”

Cade put his arm around her waist and guided her around a corner, farther from the great hall. But when he spoke, his words were for Taliesin. “If you’re going to go, my friend, you should go now, quickly, before we get bogged down in whatever bad news Peada has brought.”

“If you need me to stay, my lord—”

“Of course I need you to stay,” Cade said, “but your task is urgent—more urgent than anything Peada could need from me. I don’t know what you can accomplish in the four days before my crowning, but if something is to be accomplished, it has to be now. There is nothing more important than that. If you really have pinpointed the force that has sent Mabon questing for the Treasures, we need to be the ones to get to them first.”

“That’s what you had to say to him?” Rhiann looked from Taliesin to Cade and back again. “You finally know who’s behind this game that isn’t a game?”

Taliesin looked directly at Rhiann, something he didn’t very often do. She thought it was because he was wary of seeing into the eyes of any mortal, since in so doing, he would see far more than the mortal intended, and it would be a violation of his or her privacy. She didn’t fear him knowing about her, however. She had secrets, as every woman did, but none were so terrible that she couldn’t share them with him.

“Throughout the centuries, many have sought to gather the Thirteen Treasures of Britain. Mortals and immortals alike reach for power, but this time is different. It might be hubris on my part, but I trust myself with them more than anyone else.”

“It isn’t hubris, Taliesin,” Rhiann said flatly. “None want, as you and Cade do, simply to protect them.” 

Cade’s arm was still around her, and he squeezed her waist. “I’m glad you’re so sure, cariad, though I am not.” He gave a somewhat disparaging laugh—not directed at her but at himself. “I intend to use them as well. I would cut off my right hand before I’d give up Caledfwlch.” He put a hand on the hilt of his sword. “It is a treasure as much as any of the others. Of course, I intend to use it only for good, to heal and protect, but I have killed with it too. Who’s to say that my motives are purer than another man’s?”

“They are,” Rhiann said. “Your people attest to it.”

“So I tell myself. So Taliesin tells me.” 

Taliesin pressed his lips together, thinking again before speaking. “I have never told you the full power of the Treasures, Rhiann, for the truth isn’t for all ears. But you will be queen, and you carry Cade’s heir, and perhaps it is time you knew the truth too.”

“Too?” Rhiann glanced at Cade, who was looking very grave. This moment was exactly what she’d told herself that she trusted Cade and Taliesin enough to wait for—the moment when they told her what she needed to know.

“If we do not find the Treasures, Cade will be able to unite Wales for a time. But then, like all kings, no matter how great, he will fail and his kingdom will fall. Death is a fate accorded to all men, of course, but your husband is special. He is the heir to Arthur, the successor the stars have foretold for over a century. Even more, Wales faces many challenges in the coming years. If we do not gather the Treasures now, while they are in play, they will disappear again.” With uncharacteristic ferocity, Taliesin clenched his right hand into a fist and pounded it into his left. “Hundreds of years from now Wales will suffer grievously—”

“At the hand of the Saxons?” Rhiann said, horrified to hear that all their sacrifices would come to nothing.

“By them, yes, but they will be in the service of a new invader, a powerful overlord whom the world does not yet know. If we have the Treasures, their power will still protect us. Even at the last end of need, they will remind our blood that we are Welsh, and through their power, we will always find the strength to rise again.”

Rhiann looked at him closely. She didn’t know that she’d ever seen such a determined look on his face. “You mean that, don’t you?”

Cade grimaced. “He has seen many things.”

“Defeat?” Rhiann said.

“Of course,” Taliesin said. “Defeat is always on the horizon. What I fear more, however, is the black hand that attempts to wipe our people from the earth: our language, our culture, our laws ... there is no future where that hammer does not fall on us. But if we have the Treasures, he might take our lands from us, but he will never take our hearts.”

Rhiann’s face was pale, and she put her hand on her belly, fearing for her unborn child and what he would face.

“The next four days are critical because I sense my opponent’s power growing. He wants that future to come to pass, and he fears Cade and his crowning.”

“Why?” Rhiann said.

“Because the crowning of a High King becomes a locus of all the powers of the ancients.” Taliesin spoke as if it were obvious. “I despair to think that the old ways are so forgotten that men today think the purpose of naming a High King is to choose a battle leader.” He scoffed.

“Do you think this power will try to disrupt my crowning?” Cade said.

“I’m certain of it,” Taliesin said. “It is why I have not named him and won’t. Not until I’m sure it is really he.” 

Cade let out a sharp breath. “You don’t comfort me.”

“Good, since I didn’t mean to.” Taliesin bobbed his head. “I’ve had a vision of what you are facing at Peada’s behest. I’m leaving because, in the vision, I was there instead of elsewhere, and the outcome was—” he paused, searching for the appropriate word, “—undesirable.”

Rhiann and Cade stared at him. It was strange to hear of their tumultuous future standing in a simple corridor.

“Goodbye for now, my lord. My lady.” Taliesin turned abruptly and strode away from them.

Rhiann tried not to gape at the words he’d left them with, and then caught between horror and disbelief, she looked up at Cade. “What did he mean about undesirable? And who is this powerful being he fears so much? Who has been driving Mabon all this time?”

“I don’t know. I think Taliesin desperately wants to be wrong, and he fears the power of the name. To speak it would draw our enemy to us.” Cade made a motion with one hand, not dismissing their conversation with Taliesin, but moving on from it. “Now ... why is Peada here?”

“I don’t know what he wants. Taliesin didn’t tell you what future he saw regarding these Mercians either?”

Cade laughed. “Of course not. The man prides himself on being obscure, though he has been more frank with us today than he ever has. That alone should tell us how dangerous the path we walk is. Then again, seeing the future—or many possible futures—is a burden I wouldn’t want to carry. He left because the future he saw when he stayed was worse.”

Rhiann shook her head. “It was clear that going was hardly better.” 

Cade reached for Rhiann’s hand and squeezed. “I don’t need Taliesin’s foresight to know what Peada wants. Uncle Penda wants my help. He has reconsidered what I told him on the battlefield at Caer Fawr—that I will not fight at his side—and decided that he cannot take no for an answer. It was only a matter of time before Oswin of Northumbria made another foray into Mercia. Penda defeated the first attempt, but that was due to luck more than skill.”

Rhiann canted her head. “I’ve heard you say that wise men make their own luck.”

“They do.” Cade’s arm came around her as he guided her towards the great hall. “But Peada is here because his father is wise not to think he can rely on luck a second time, and that his luck might have finally run out. I’m thinking that he wants a bit of mine.” 

Chapter Three

––––––––
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Dyrnwyn, the flaming sword, lost for centuries beneath the earth.

A hamper that feeds a hundred, a knife to serve twenty-four,

A chariot to carry a man on the wind,

A halter to tame any horse.

The cauldron of the Giant to test the brave,

A whetstone for deadly sharpened swords,

An entertaining chess set,

A crock and a dish, each to fill one’s every wish,

A drinking horn that bestows immortality to those worthy of it,

And the mantle of Arthur.

His healing sword descends;

Our enemies flee our unseen and mighty champion.

––––––––
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―Taliesin, 

The Thirteen Treasures of Britain, 

The Black Book of Gwynedd

––––––––
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Taliesin

––––––––
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TALIESIN CHECKED HIS pack one more time, taking note that it still contained the green cloak he’d worn to Cade and Rhiann’s wedding. The color matched his eyes, and while he might pay later for that bit of vanity, he didn’t leave it behind. Even a seer might need extra warmth on a cold night. 

He slung the pack over his shoulder and allowed the side door of the keep to hit his back as it swung gently closed behind him. He stood in the shadow of the wall, testing the currents in the air for the menace that Catrin had spoken of. Now that another had felt it, he knew he couldn’t dismiss it another moment, and his stomach clenched. Though he had been leaving already—he’d told Cade the truth about that—the evil was pushing him out the door, even when he feared what might result from his leaving. 

Taliesin had seen desolation overtake the world if he didn’t renew this quest. But that didn’t mean that the immediate danger to Cade was any less significant. Everywhere Taliesin turned he saw carnage, death, and despair. Navigating through his visions along a path that brought the least danger and the best outcome was taxing him to the limits of his ability. 

Still, he took in a breath as the sweet evening air wafted through the fort. No evil twisted on the currents. Neither was there a sign of any immediate threat—not even from the Mercian men and horses that filled the courtyard and hall. The kitchen workers would be run off their feet between now and when Cade’s company left for Caer Fawr later this evening. The last thing they needed was more mouths to feed, but Cade would deal with Peada as a king’s son deserved. That task was not beyond him or Rhiann. Of that, Taliesin was sure, even if he was certain of little else. Cade would be faced with equally dangerous allies for as long as he ruled Wales. 

Despite the danger that lay ahead and the urgency that pressed on him, telling Taliesin to get on with it, his heart lifted. In his mind’s eye, he saw the road beckoning to him once again. He had spent most of the last three months since the battle at Caer Fawr chasing rumors of the Treasures. Back in March, he’d set out with high hopes, but as the weeks of travel had worn on, his failure had begun to weigh on him, to the point that he’d eventually retraced his steps and returned to Dinas Bran. The news that the Treasures had surfaced had spread far and wide, and many men dreamed of the power even one item could bring them. Fortunately, most only knew of the rumors, not of the reality, and more of Taliesin’s time had been spent putting rumor to rest than in actual searching. 

Perhaps it was hubris for Taliesin, who could occasionally straddle the divide between the world of the sidhe and this one, to set himself this task, but his travels these last months had shown him that the Treasures were in motion. While Cade would become High King with or without the remaining items, the honor would be a hollow one if the Treasures were still in play. 

For they wanted to be together, and to gather them under Cade’s dragon banner was worth any cost. Even Taliesin’s life. With only four days left until Cade’s crowning, it was looking more and more like such sacrifice might be necessary.

That was one future Taliesin saw. There were others.

The possible avenues of what might be came to him in a mass of impression, though he could make out individual scenes too. In one thread, he saw Cade putting his sword through Penda’s belly. In another, he saw Goronwy sweeping Catrin into his arms—and the possibility made Taliesin smile. At one time Catrin had fancied him, but Taliesin knew that his path diverged from hers. A dozen other possible futures, all equally likely and unlikely, spread out before him. He’d spoken to Cade and Rhiann of the worst future, but there were many others in which the enemies of the Welsh rolled over Wales like a cart downhill. What faced his people was bad enough even if Cade did succeed in uniting the Treasures. Without them, it would catastrophic.

Initially, Cade had gathered the Treasures to him in order to prevent the child-god, Mabon, from gaining complete power in the world of the sidhe. The fact that Cade had succeeded in stopping Mabon didn’t mean the threat was over, however. Mabon still sought power, but Taliesin had seen no sign of him these last months. In fact, he hadn’t seen any sign of any sidhe, benevolent, malicious, or otherwise. Even the woods had been devoid of demons. Cade’s war band had killed many monsters in the months before Caer Fawr, but still, their absence was almost more worrying than their presence. 

In the lines of the future that continued from this moment, Taliesin saw mostly loss and failure. What made him put one foot in front of the other, however, were those few instances of joy, of laughter, and of genuine happiness. He held onto those visions. It mattered not that they were few and far between. As long as there was hope, he would keep fighting. It went without saying that Cade and his companions felt the same.

Out of thirteen Treasures, they currently had knowledge or possession of seven. Perhaps the most powerful lay beneath Dinas Bran. This was the Cup of Christ, known to the druids as a drinking horn. At one time Taliesin had refused to acknowledge that the horn and the Cup were one and the same, though he saw that truth plainly now. Because of its location, to Taliesin’s mind, it belonged to Cade, and both men were content that it should remain hidden forever. The Christian god—Cade’s god—had combined with Taliesin’s own efforts to hold back the darkness beneath Dinas Bran. He’d meditated long on this fact but had come to no satisfactory conclusion as to the how or why of what had happened in the cavern. His only recourse had been to accept, for now, what was.

Cade also possessed the mantle, which allowed him to walk unharmed under the sun, though it also made him invisible to the mortal eye; Caledfwlch, his healing sword taken from Castle Ddu; Dyrnwyn, the flaming sword Arawn himself had once borne; the knife; the whetstone; and a single chess piece with which Mabon had teased Rhiann. The last of the seven, the cauldron, resided in the caverns beneath Caer Dathyl in the possession of Cade’s cousin, Gwyn. As Gwyn himself had said, he was bound to the cauldron and it to him, and his allegiance was to Cade. Like the cup, Taliesin believed it safe from all comers.

That left six remaining to find: the hamper, the crock, the dish, the halter, the chariot, and the chess set, the gathering of which might be a Herculean task all by itself. Taliesin mocked himself at the thought. He’d lived lifetimes of men, but it seemed that all would rise or fall on this one.

As he’d warned Cade and Rhiann, someone was gathering power to himself. Taliesin hadn’t given Cade the name because names had power—and in this case, naming the god Efnysien would do more than call down his wrath—it would strike fear into the heart of every soul who heard it. Efnysien’s long list of atrocities made the activities of Mabon look positively benign.

“You’re leaving too?” Catrin stepped from behind a post near Dinas Bran’s wicket gate. Peada’s men had moved on, away from the gatehouse towards the stable and barracks, so she and Taliesin were alone.

“I am.”

“I’m coming with you,” Catrin said.

“My dear, you are not—”

“Why would you stop me? You’ve had so much luck all alone that you think repeating the same mistake will bring a different outcome, even at this late hour?” 

It was a cool day for June, and Catrin was dressed appropriately for a journey, with a cloak and pack of her own. Her soot-black hair, lithe body, and gray eyes seemed to penetrate to Taliesin’s core at times. He didn’t know that he could have said that of any other person, man or woman—not even Cade, who shared Taliesin’s connection with the world of the sidhe.

“I like talking to myself,” Taliesin said, latching upon the one item in her list she couldn’t counter.

“And you sleep with one eye open?” Catrin said.

“I’m not defenseless just because I don’t bear a sword.” 

“I would never suggest—” 

But another voice cut her off before she could finish. “One woman, no matter how courageous, will not be enough to protect you, Taliesin.” Goronwy stepped out of the shadows where he’d been standing by the gatehouse. “I’m coming too.”

Goronwy, a warrior-prince in his own right and Cade’s right-hand man, was dressed as usual in mail and cloak, girded with a sword and bristling with who-knew-how-many other weapons. At a minimum, he had a knife up each bracer and down both boots. His fair hair shone in the light of the torches in the courtyard, newly lit with the waning of the day. Although he wasn’t as tall as either Dafydd or Taliesin, Goronwy loomed over Catrin. The only unusual addition to his appearance was the pack slung on his back.

“My friends—” Taliesin looked from Catrin to Goronwy, barely controlling his expression of dismay. He had thought that the work that he and Cade had done beneath the earth had restored his sight, but he hadn’t had any inkling before this moment that these two would waylay him at the very start of his journey. In fact, in all of his visions of his future, he had never seen them at his side. He’d prepared himself for a solitary journey, whether or not that was what he’d wanted. “In the past, your company has not been unwelcome, but where I’m going now, you cannot protect me.”

“I have never held Dyrnwyn,” Goronwy said, “but that does not mean I am not worthy to travel with you. There are few things that frighten me, and no place that I will not follow you.”

Taliesin felt uncomfortably besieged. He understood people’s minds without conscious thought, but he’d never been very good at talking to them. “You—” He hesitated without finishing the thought. Goronwy wasn’t wrong in the sense that, of all of Cade’s companions, his lineage was the most ancient, since it adjoined with Cade’s own, and his latent abilities as a seer would stand him well in the Otherworld, which was of course where Taliesin was going. 

“If you won’t let us come with you,” Catrin said. “We will trail behind and protect you anyway.”

“It won’t be that easy to keep up with me,” Taliesin said.

“That does not mean, however, that we wouldn’t try,” Goronwy said, “and if you lost us, you’d worry about us. Much better to consent to let us tag along.”

Were they right? Were the sidhe playing him for a fool again? Taliesin gazed at his two friends. As they looked back at him, he pulled apart their personalities, their wants, and their desires. He had believed that he could see right through them, and yet, they had surprised him. 

“You do realize that we’re going to walk?” Taliesin said. 

Goronwy let out a snort of disbelief. “Why would you do that?” 

“Walking is slow, but it connects me to the earth. My mistake before was in thinking that I needed to hurry, and I allowed myself to become distracted. If I am to find the Treasures, I must feel them the only way I know how.”

Catrin and Goronwy shared a brief glance, and then Goronwy shrugged. “So be it. He stuck out one foot. “I’ve had these boots for a while. They’re worn and perfect for walking. Though,” he added, “if you had a mind to ride, I wouldn’t object.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for horses,” Taliesin said. “The Treasures straddle the human world and that of the sidhe, and it is in the world of the sidhe that I have not yet looked.”

Goronwy’s chin firmed. “If you cross into the Otherworld, it is of no matter. I will follow you anywhere you lead.”

Taliesin looked at Catrin. “And you?”

“I know I can be of some use to you,” she said. “I have gifts that might aid you, even if they are weaker than your own.”

“Different,” Taliesin said, though he wasn’t sure what made him clarify. “Just different from my own.”

Catrin bowed her head in acknowledgement and then reached for the latch on the wicket gate that allowed travelers to pass in and out of Dinas Bran without opening the big double doors underneath the gatehouse.

“Just as long as you don’t disturb my thoughts,” Taliesin said.

“When have I ever?” Catrin said.

Without actually giving his assent, Taliesin passed through the wicket gate and stepped onto the path that wound down from Dinas Bran. The village of Llangollen lay at its base. Goronwy was right, of course, that riding would be faster. It would take them an hour to reach the valley floor, rather than a quarter of that time by horseback. But Taliesin knew that he was right too. He needed the hum of the earth beneath his feet as he walked. 

As a child he’d gone without shoes as part of his training. His adult form was heavier, however, and though Taliesin was loath to admit it, the soles of his feet had softened since last summer. He promised himself that when he completed this task, if he ever completed it, he would find a cottage in the mountains and run barefoot every day.

Taliesin eyed Catrin. She might be a barefoot person too. In fact, at that very moment, a vision came to him of her dancing in a meadow, arms wide, with mountain flowers beneath her feet and her dress spinning out around her. He allowed the vision to draw him in for just a moment before suppressing it. He knew without question that it was a true seeing and one of the moments of joy that pulled him forward. Then he looked past Catrin to Goronwy, who was bringing up the rear, trying to imagine him barefoot. It was impossible, and Taliesin had a moment of amusement to think that if anyone could transform Goronwy it was Catrin.

The trio stumped along down the road. At first they encountered a dozen common folk returning to the castle after working in the fields or pastures for the day, but by the time they were halfway down the mountain, it was nearing full dark, and they passed no other soul. Taliesin muttered the incantation that lit the end of his staff, putting enough into it so all three of them could clearly see the path ahead.

Mostly they walked in silence, except for occasional mutters from Goronwy—complaints of one kind or another, jokes for Catrin’s amusement, or comments on the day. Such was his way. Throughout every journey Taliesin had experienced with Goronwy, he and Bedwyr, who more often than not was Goronwy’s foil, had maintained a near constant stream of humor and goodwill, belying their outward gruffness. 

It didn’t take long, however, for Goronwy to need a response from someone other than himself. “How, by the way, are we going to reach the Otherworld?”

“That wasn’t a question you thought to ask before you decided to come along?” Taliesin said.

Grumble, grumble. “I’m asking it now—”

But Goronwy was unable to finish his sentence because the earth shifted beneath their feet. Between one heartbeat and the next, instead of standing on the beaten dirt of the path, Taliesin found himself in a bowl-shaped cavern. Before him rose a light that blinded him at the same time that it pierced him to his core. Out of the light stepped the raven-haired goddess, Arianrhod. Her brother Gwydion, Taliesin’s patron, stood beside her. They were siblings—and looked it—with black hair and blue eyes, but to describe them thus was to do them a disservice. For their hair and eyes—and entire beings—were indescribable in their beauty. Taliesin’s mind, once given the task, shied away from it.

He bowed. “My lady. My lord.”

“Taliesin,” Gwydion said. 

Arianrhod held out a hand to the bard. Tentatively, Taliesin stepped forward, not daring to think that she wanted him to actually touch her. She didn’t drop her hand, however, and continued to regard him steadily, so he touched the tips of his fingers to hers. A shock passed through him, and his body vibrated from head to toe. 

Arianrhod nodded and dropped her hand.

Taliesin bowed again, shivering though the evening air wasn’t cold. “Is it possible that I may serve you?” 

“You may,” Arianrhod said.

Dread surged through him. Taliesin had said the words out of obedience, allegiance, and awe of the moment, hoping against hope that she would not take him up on his offer. What could a sidhe ask of a human, even one as old as Taliesin? Then, from within the light, another figure formed and stepped out from behind Arianrhod and Gwydion. Like his mother, he had transformed himself into the human conception of beauty, with the same black hair and blue eyes that marked him as a Celt, though he was no Celt. He was the god, Mabon. 

Taliesin’s jaw clenched. One could hardly speak of a god as having character—certainly Mabon was without a soul—but the absence of both in Mabon was a pronounced and dangerous weakness. Cade despised him, and Mabon knew of this disdain—and knew too that Cade’s companions shared his opinion. If Taliesin had allowed himself an opinion, he would have felt the same. As it was, he was a bard and a gweledydd, a seer, and such opinions were not a luxury he could afford. Still, few greater sins existed in the eyes of a sidhe than for a human to be anything but worshipful. 
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