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Blood and fire, gold and steel and poetry, a river’s voice in the silence of the night, and the shining strings of a harp—all these and more I have known in my time. Steep mountains, dark forests, and the endless song of the rain; music and laughter and feasting in the fire-bright halls of kings; a dusty road, and a fast horse, and a good friend beside me; and the sweet taste of the mead of Dun Eidyn, with its bitter aftermath: a dragon’s hoard of memories I have gathered, bright-colored as a long summer’s day. Now they are all gone, the men and women I knew when I was young, gone like words on the wind, and I am left here in the twilight to tell you their tale. Sit, then, and listen if you will to the words of Gwernin Kyuarwyd, called Storyteller... 

So I began these tales, many seasons ago, and with them the story of my youth: how I as a lad, wishing to become a bard, traveled as a storyteller throughout the land of the Cymry, and there met the great bard Taliesin himself, who had served King Arthur before ever I was born; how he sent me to study with his own old Master Talhaearn in the green hills of western Powys, and how I won a wife there; how I later traveled with my friend Neirin through much of northern Britain, enduring many hardships and gaining much knowledge along the way; how I first went to war, and fell for a time into the brutal hands of the Saxons, from whom I barely escaped with my life; and how I traveled through Ireland with Taliesin, and there learned much lore. Lastly, how I traveled for a summer throughout southwest Britain with Taliesin, and at last defeated him in bardic contest to earn my status as a Master Bard. Fifteen years have passed since these tales began, during which time I had built a settled life for myself. Yet however quiet we bide, however rooted we may feel ourselves to be, time brings its changes to us all; and my peaceful life was about to come to an end once more. Come with me now to my home in Western Powys, in the land which the Saxons call Wales, where a new set of adventures were about to begin that would lead me to a discovery of which I had never dreamed...
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Chapter 1 – Llys-Tyn-Wynnan
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​

I stood once again on the ridge above Llys-Tyn-Wynnan on a cold spring morning, and waited for the sunrise. Beside me were my student Llacheu and my elder son Ieuan, called Ianto, now twelve years old. Before me burned the small wood fire which we had lit earlier, and behind me at the foot of a tall gray standing stone lay the mound which covered my teacher Talhaearn’s grave. Higher up the ridge was the small thatched hafodty, or summer-house, which the three of us and a few friends had built in the nearly two and a half years since Prince Cyndrwyn mab Ermid had given me the lordship of this plot of land. The three of us had spent the previous night there in preparation for this dawn ritual. 

My wife Rhiannedd had declined to come up with us, as she was still nursing our youngest child, little Elen, and had not wanted to expose the toddler to the cold weather on the ridge. Five-year-old Brân had wanted to come with us, and Ianto had offered to watch him, but I had felt that it would be better for him to wait at least another year; he was too adventurous, and also too likely to brag to the other children about what he would have seen us doing here. Being exposed as an open pagan would not enhance my standing in the Prince’s court.

A little north wind came whistling down the ridge, and I drew my thick brown woolen cloak closer around me, then looked at Ianto, who was doing the same. He had shot up in the last year, and was shoulder-high on me now. Keeping him decently clothed had become a constant struggle for Rhiannedd. Looking at him as the wind stirred his dark curly hair, I felt my heart swell with pride. Already he was beginning to be a good poet, drinking down the bardic measures as fast as I and Llacheu could provide them. He would reach, I thought, a Master Bard’s status at a much younger age than I had done—but then my bardic training had not started until I was almost sixteen. Ianto’s had begun six years ago, before Talhaearn had died.

I turned my eyes again to the eastern horizon, but my thoughts went drifting back to previous Imbolc mornings. Three years ago, after our sunrise ritual had been over, I had lingered on this ridge after the others had gone down, and had poured an offering to Gwydion ap Don, the shape-shifting magician and demigod of northern Cymru, as my teacher Fráechán mac Tenusán, the Archdruid of Ireland, had suggested before he had initiated me into the lowest level of his Druid practices. Gwydion had joined me here that morning, and also on the following September equinox, after I had returned from my summer’s journeying with Taliesin, but I had not seen him since. This morning, however, I had caught a brief glimpse of a big bird circling overhead, and hoped it was the eagle in whose shape Gwydion liked to travel. 

The sky had been cloudy earlier, but now the east was clearing, and as I watched, the first bright rim of the sun appeared over the dark eastern hills. Pouring my offering of mead into the edge of our small fire, I began the dawn hymn—a song in the Old Speech, neither British nor Irish, but bridging the two tongues, as Fráechán had told me and taught me—and as the sweet steam rose from the fire, and the other two joined their voices with mine, I felt the light of the rising sun warm on my face as a blessing from the God Lugh. 

Then the brief moment was over. Looking up, I saw the eagle circling above us again, the early sunlight bright on his wide outstretched wings, his white tail and head, and I smiled. 

“Go on down now, and take Ianto with you,” I said to Llacheu. “I will stay here a little longer.” 

“As you wish, Master,” said Llacheu with a smile, his dark red hair glowing fire-bright in the early sunlight, and to Ieuan, “Come along, Ianto—I want my breakfast, and I am sure you do as well.” Ieuan looked at me, and I nodded. 

“Go along, son,” I said to him. “I should not be long.” 

“I will, Tad,” he said, grinning, and followed Llacheu down through the wind-twisted oaks which clothed the sides of the ridge.

After they had gone, I said softly. “Gwydion, if you hear me, I offer to you now.” And stepping forward to the fire, I poured the last of my mead into its flames, quenching them. Above me, the eagle tilted his wings as if in acknowledgement, and started to descend. 

His approach, as always, was frightening in its speed and power. At the last moment, his wings went up in the braking movement which comes at the end of the dive, dark feathers splayed by the wind of his passage, fierce talons stretched forward to seize and rend, and sharp yellow beak parted a little in anticipation. Then, as he seemed about to reach the ground, the whole shape of the bird wavered and changed and became a man, standing in front of me on the far side of my fire, arms outstretched in a dark cloak, knees a little flexed as if he had just dropped from the heavens. His hair was as black as the raven’s wing, his eyes as green as springtime, and his smile was the eagle’s smile on a human face, cruel and pitiless and full of hunger.

“Good morning, Lord,” I said with my own smile. “It is a while and a while since I saw you last.” 

“Well met, Gwernin,” said Gwydion, dropping his arms to his sides and standing erect, the heavy folds of his cloak swinging closed around him. “It was not long for me, but time passes differently for us. Are you thinking of traveling again this summer? Perhaps to see your friend the Druid, who taught you this magic?” And he looked at the smoldering embers between us, his eyes narrowing in an amusement which wiped the eagle’s smile from his face. 

“Perhaps,” I said. “It will depend on Taliesin, as always. But we spoke of this the last time you were here.”

“True that is,” said Gwydion. “And I mentioned to you then the well called Segais, the source of the river Boyne.”

“You did,” I said, nodding. “You called it also the Well of Wisdom, and implied that I might find an answer to a question there.”

“Ah!” said Gwydion, nodding. “But which question?” And he laughed, and grinned again. “When you reach it, Gwernin, you will know. But take care on your journey—you may need to!” And he stretched out his arms, spreading out his dark cloak, and was an eagle again, leaping with powerful wing-beats into the morning air, and then gone.

Sighing, I set off down the ridge toward my own breakfast. Gwydion’s answers, as always, left me with more questions, but that, I thought, was how our game was played. 

The question that I really wanted answered, however, concerned an unexpected gift given to me by my uncle on my last visit to Pengwern, near which he lived: a worn silver man’s ring on a leather cord, left with him by his wife before she died, which she had told him had been my mother’s—my mother, her sister, who had died in the Black Year along with the rest of my family when I was five years old. I had shown it to Gwydion on his previous visit, and he had told me that it was the ring of a Druid priest—one that I had heard stories of in Ireland, called Mac Criomthann. But how, I had wondered, could my mother have come by it? Clearly, I would have to go to Ireland again for my answer. 

I wondered again how soon Taliesin would be ready to go there. The last time I had seen him, he had said that he would probably be ready to go there again in two or three years, after his student Mael had finished his bardic training. But first, he had said, we would need to go to Ynys Môn, in order for Mael to undergo the bardic initiation called the Dark Path. Was it to be this spring, I wondered? If so, I at least was ready.

I got the answer to my second question three days later. It was a sunny late afternoon, not warm but not unpleasantly cold, and I was seated on a bench in the courtyard of the Prince’s llys with Ianto, listening to his current lesson, when I heard a horse approaching from the direction of the main gate. Looking up, I recognized the rider, although he had grown a young red beard since I had seen him last. It was Taliesin’s student Mael, who had taken my place here three summers before while I traveled with Taliesin. Seeing me, he reined up his mount and swung down, giving the reins to a stableboy who had come running. “Take care of him,” he said grinning, with a slap on the black pony’s rump, “for I will probably be staying here for the night, if not longer.”

“Why, what is this?” I asked, standing up. “Ianto, run and get a welcome cup for him!”

“Yes, Tad,” said my son, and ran off to the kitchens. 

“He has been growing,” said Mael, still grinning.

“So have you,” I said, smiling back at him. “But why are you here, and alone? Is all well in Pengwern?”

“More than well,” said Mael. “I had thought Taliesin would have come himself, but he said that as the asking is mine, the errand should be mine as well.”

“The asking?” I said. “No, wait until Ianto comes back. There is no hurry?”

“None it all,” said Mael. “Tell me instead how things have been with you—Gwernin.”

“Ah!” I said, raising my brows. “Does that form of address mean what I think it means?” Mael grinned.

“Yes,” he said. “I won my Master’s rank last August, at King Rhun ap Maelgwn Gwynedd’s court in Deganwy.”

“Well done indeed,” I said, grinning back at him. “That, as I remember, is where Taliesin won his, over thirty years ago, or so he told me once.” Mael nodded.

“Seven and thirty years ago,” he said, “when he was just eighteen, a year younger than I was. Did he tell you that story?”

“Yes,” I said. “He did.” And I grinned again, remembering the details. “But here is Ianto with the welcome cup. Offer it to our guest, lad.” 

The boy held out to Mael a dark carved wooden cup, its rim edged with silver. “Be welcome here, Master, in our home,” he said. 

Mael took it and held it up for a moment. “A blessing on this llys, and all who dwell here,” he said, and drank. “Ah!” he said, handing the cup back to Ianto. “Good mead—just what I needed after a long ride. Thank you!”

“And now,” I said, “your errand? We are as private here in this courtyard as we would be anywhere else.”

“I think you can guess it,” said Mael, grinning again.

“Possibly,” I said. “Ynys Môn?” Mael nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “I will be walking my Dark Path there soon. And as you know, the ritual needs three Initiates. Will you come with us, and be one of them?”

“Gladly,” I said. “Who will the third man be, besides myself and Taliesin? Ugnach?”

“Mmm,” said Mael. “That, I think, is still being arranged.” I nodded.

“And when will it be?” I asked.

“I hope, before Beltane,” said Mael, and smiled.

“And after that?” I asked.

“Ireland again—if I survive,” said Mael.

I sighed internally. My wife, as usual, would not be pleased—and possibly not my Prince as well. But Taliesin would make it work somehow. “I will be ready,” I said. “But it is for you to ask Prince Cyndrwyn for my loan.”

“I will,” said Mael, and smiled again. “I will do it this evening.”

“And since you are here,” I said, “you can take my place for a few days, while I go to Pengwern to visit my relatives and talk with Taliesin. That should make my Prince happier.”

“Gladly,” said Mael, and grinned. 

This visit was actually something I had had in mind for some time. I wanted to take Ianto to visit his great-uncle and cousins while the old man was still alive. Mael’s presence here was a good opportunity, and I knew the Prince would be happy enough for him to take my place for a few days, although Llacheu could cover well enough for me by now. It also crossed my mind that some of the young women in the llys might be pleased to see Mael again as well, since I remembered Rhiannedd telling me that he had been popular here when he took my place before, three summers ago.

In the meantime, Ianto and I settled him into the guesthouse and waited while he changed from his traveling clothes into a long woolen tunic of the bright blue color he had always favored. He showed us his Master’s circlet—one a little more elaborate than mine, being decorated with a row of incised spirals along its center—but did not put it on. “I think,” he said, “that I will not need to wear it here, where I already am known and have friends.”

“My friend Neirin once told me,” I said, “at a time when he had lost his recently won circlet to a thief, that if his awen did not show in his singing, it would not matter if he were crowned with gold. And if it did, no one would notice.” Mael laughed.

“Well said,” he said. “He was Taliesin’s first student, was he not?”

“I think so,” I said. “At any rate, he was with Taliesin when I first met them. He and I spent one summer traveling in the North, where he was born, and I think he has been settled there for some years now.”

“Yes, Taliesin mentioned that,” said Mael, his blue eyes twinkling. “I would like to visit that country someday myself.”

“Well, after you walk your Dark Path, you will be a free man, and able to travel where you will,” I said. “But now if you are ready, we can go to the hall.”

“I am more than ready,” said Mael, picking up his harp case.

“May I carry it for you, Master?” said Ianto.

“You may,” said Mael, handing it to the boy. “I know you are well trained, and will take good care of it.”

“I will,” said Ianto, and grinned.

That evening in the hall Mael sang graceful praise to Prince Cyndrwyn, and afterwards made his request for my borrowing. Cyndrwyn called me forward to join in their discussion. “How long,” he was saying to Mael as I reached them, “do you need him for?”

“It depends,” said Mael, “partly on Taliesin’s plans, and partly on Gwernin’s.” Cyndrwyn sighed.

“In that case,” he said, “I think I know the answer. Until Samhain, Gwernin?” I laughed.

“Could you bear to be entertained by Llacheu for that long, Lord?” I asked.

“I suppose so,” said Cyndrwyn, and sighed again. “How soon do you need him, Mael?”

“Before Beltane, if it please you, Lord,” said Mael. Cyndrwyn chuckled. 

“Have you told your wife yet, Gwernin?” he asked, his blue eyes twinkling. I shook my head, and he chuckled again. “Her permission may be harder to get than mine.”

“True that is,” I said, and sighed in my turn. But I knew that I would get it nevertheless.

I shared the first part of my intentions with Rhiannedd that night. She was already curious about the reason for Mael’s visit, and suspicious when I said that he wanted my participation later that spring in a bardic ceremony, now that he had won his Master’s rating. When I said that I wanted to consult with Taliesin about their plans, and to combine that trip with a visit to my elderly uncle and my cousins, taking Ianto along to meet them, she had frowned, but eventually agreed. But she was always suspicious of anything involving Taliesin—and, of course, she was usually right.
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Chapter 2 – Pengwern
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The first sliver of the new moon had sunk behind the western hills, and cold darkness was closing in on us, when Ianto and I approached the welcome gates of Pengwern. Even though we had left Llys-Tyn-Wynnan as early as we could, the days were still short so soon after Imbolc; but having got reluctant permission from Rhiannedd to take my son with me, I had not wanted to wait until later in the spring. Her permission, of course, had been for this visit to his cousins; I had not yet told her in any detail of my future plans, involving Ynys Môn and Ireland. That discussion could wait until I returned from this trip.

Pengwern sits on a knob of rock in a broad plain, encircled on three sides by a loop of the Severn River, and has been a strong place time out of mind. Glad as I was to reach its torchlit gates that evening, I think that Ianto was gladder; although he had borne up nobly during the long ride, he was after all still only twelve years old. The gate guards let us in without trouble, remembering me from past visits, and we made our way to the stables, where we left our ponies. One of the stable lads followed us to the guesthouse with our saddlebags, while Ianto carried my harp. Then, without pausing to change clothes, we set out, not toward the feast hall as I usually would have done, but toward Taliesin’s own small house, which stood against the wall of the compound close by the Prince’s quarters.

Lamplight was spilling out through the glazed windows of the little house as we approached, suggesting that its owner had not yet gone to the feast hall. When I tapped on the red-painted door, however, there was a pause before Taliesin himself opened it, dressed only in his white linen undertunic. “Ah, Gwernin,” he said. “Come in! Who is this boy you have brought with you?”

Ianto followed me into the lamplit room, gazing around with curiosity. “This,” I said, “is my elder son, whom you met three years ago. I have brought him along to meet his cousins.”

“Be welcome, both of you,” said Taliesin, taking a silver cup from a shelf and filling it with wine from a jug beside his table. He handed the cup to me, smiling. “I was about to go to the hall, and was dressing when you knocked, but there is no haste.”

“Thank you,” I said, and raised the cup. “A blessing on the house, and on its owner.” Tasting the wine, I smiled. “This is better than anything I get at home. Is it the same vintage you gave me last time I was here?”

“It is, at least, from the same source,” said Taliesin, smiling. “Cynan is generous to me.”

After drinking most of the wine, I passed the cup to Ianto. “Your turn, lad,” I said. “What do you say?” 

The boy grinned. Looking at Taliesin, he said, “Thank you, Lord, for your welcome.” Then raising the cup in imitation of me, he repeated my toast, and drank, and handed the empty cup back to Taliesin. 

“A good start,” Taliesin said to me, placing the cup on the table beside his harp. “Sit down, both of you, while I finish dressing. You do not have to change tonight, but I will be performing, and need to be properly dressed.”

Going to the end of the room, he pushed aside the bright loom-worked woolen curtain which hid his sleeping room and went in. I took a stool and sat down, but Ianto was still looking around the room. It was little changed from my last visit; the brazier in one corner was unlit, even on this chilly evening, but the hanging lamp shone brightly, and the shelf on the wall beside it was still full of tightly-rolled scrolls and stacked wax tablets. The stone-flagged floor was freshly swept, and all the place was neat and clean and comfortable, with the indefinable stamp of its owner’s personality.

When Taliesin came back, now in his dark blue woolen hall robe with a tangle of amber necklaces on his breast and his silver Master’s circlet holding back his shoulder-length dark hair, Ianto was gazing at the scrolls. 

“Do you read, Ianto?” he asked the boy.

“Only a little, Lord,” said Ianto, looking around at him. Taliesin looked at me with raised eyebrows, and I sighed.

“I have been a bit negligent with that,” I said. “But I am not a great scholar myself, and Cyndrwyn has only the one clerk, and no priest.” 

Taliesin nodded, but said, “Memory is the bard’s strength, but reading and writing are becoming more important to us. He will need to get his teaching while he is still young, when it comes easier.”

“I know,” I said. “I will do what I can about his book learning. He is, however, well along with his bardic measures. But we have other things to discuss this evening, do we not?”

“We do,” said Taliesin, and smiled again. “But they can wait until after supper.”

“That,” I said, looking at my son, who grinned, “will suit us very well.” 

Prince Cynan Garwyn’s hall was torchlit and warm that evening, full of talking men, smoke from the central hearth fires, and the smell of spilled ale in the rushes which covered the floor. Once again Ianto gazed around him with curiosity, taking the measure of the place as we followed Taliesin to his customary seat near the front of the hall. The Prince had not yet come in, but I thought it could not be long before he did so. In the meantime, we sat down, and Taliesin spoke to a serving girl who brought us beakers of strong ale, and at his request a cup of small beer for Ianto. The swallow or two of Taliesin’s wine the boy had drunk earlier had set bright color in his face; he did not need more strong drink tonight.

In a little while the Prince came in with his bodyguard and officials, and Taliesin beckoned to one of them. He explained our presence, and the man smiled, then returned to speak to the Prince. At this point the food began to arrive—stewed pig meat, as I recall, with good wheaten bread, followed by soft early ewe milk cheese. After taking a few bites, Taliesin stood up, and went to the Prince’s table, carrying his beautiful many-stringed harp with him. He spoke briefly with Cynan, who nodded, then turned to the hall.

“I sing tonight,” he said, “of two visitors, one of whom has been here several times before.” And with a slow chord on his harp, he began.

––––––––
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What can a father

Pass down to his son?

Not the praise and the fame

That he has hard won.

––––––––
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Neither silver nor gold

That he’s gained in this life

Through labor and love,

Or with sword and sharp knife,

––––––––
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Though useful, will aid

In the future to win

A strong secure place

And a name among men.

––––––––
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The soldier can teach

His son how to fight;

The prince, how to rule

And to lead men aright.

––––––––
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The priest, if he’s married,

and blest with a son,

Can teach him the prayers

By which souls may be won.

​

The farmer, the brewer,

The smith at his fire,

Can all teach the skills

Which their crafts will require.

––––––––
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So also the bard,

With his meters and lore

Can give to his son

All that he’s learnt before.

––––––––
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It’s sorrow to me,

I’ve no sons of the blood,

Yet still I’ve taught pupils

With lore and with love.

––––––––
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Cynan mab Brochwel

Has well taught his sons;

Selyf and Eiludd

Have aptly begun,

––––––––
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And Gwernin Kyuarwyd

Who visits us here

Is sharing his craft

With young Ieuan—no fear!”

––––––––
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And with a ringing chord and a grin, he finished his song. Scanning the crowd, Cynan saw me and beckoned me forward. I brought Ianto with me. 

“It is good to see you here again, Master Gwernin,” said the Prince, who was at this time a tall, sturdy, tough-looking man entering his middle years. His black hair and beard were generously laced with gray now, and his dark eyes were smiling at me from under his black brows. “Did you only arrive this evening?” he asked.

“I did, Lord,” I said, looking down at my travel-stained clothes. “And had no time to change. But tomorrow night, if you wish, I will sing for you.” Cynan grinned.

“That will be good,” he said. “And this is your son Ieuan?”

“It is,” I said. “I have brought him to meet his cousins who live nearby.” Cynan nodded.

“I remember,” he said, “that you are a local boy. I will not keep you from your food now, but have a good song ready for me tomorrow!”

“I will, Lord,” I said, and grinned.

After our meal, we returned with Taliesin to his house. “Stay with me tonight, if you like,” he said; and with a glance at Ianto, who was visibly drooping now that his belly was full, “but put the boy to bed first. Then we can talk.”

“I can stay up longer, Tad,” said Ianto in protest. “I am not too tired, and I want to act as your body servant, like Llacheu says he does when you travel together.” I laughed.

“You can start your training tomorrow,” I said, and showed him into the other sleeping room, which had been Mael’s for several years now. Taking a couple of blankets from the foot of the bed, I made up a pallet for Ianto on the floor, and covered him with my cloak and his. His eyes were closed almost before I left the room. 

When I returned to the main room, Taliesin had put his harp away, and was pouring two cups of wine. He handed me one, and we sat down. Here in his home, relaxed and private, he seemed a quiet and harmless man, and yet I knew that he was not; I had seen him set a hall of weary men ablaze with his song, or stop a charging war-host in full flight with a shouted word. I had known him on and off for almost half my life; it was he who had first sent me to study with my old teacher Talhaearn, who had been like a father to me. But if Talhaearn had taught me, it was Taliesin who had shaped me, and Taliesin who had made me a bard. If there were silver threads now in his dark hair and beard, his blue eyes were as keen as ever, and were watching me now in amusement.

“I assume,” he said, “that the timing of this visit is due to Mael’s request.”

“It is,” I said. “He made his request for my borrowing to me and to Cyndrwyn, and we both agreed. But I felt a need to confer with you as well. Who will the third man be for Mael’s Dark Path? There cannot be many choices.”

“There are not,” said Taliesin. “Since Talhaearn died, there are only four of us left. The tradition has been falling out of favor for some time as Britain becomes more Christian.”

“So,” I said slowly, “your song tonight about fathers teaching their crafts to their sons was more pertinent than I realized.”

“It was,” said Taliesin. “In my case, I have been successful with some of my students—Neirin, yourself, and now, I hope, Mael. But not all of them—Ugnach’s son Rhys was only one of my failures, although I hope he has succeeded in Ireland.”

I frowned momentarily, remembering some of my experiences with Rhys, who once through an act of cowardice had let me fall into the hands of the Saxons. “Well,” I said, “he has a good chance there. But have you heard anything about Neirin lately? Is he still settled in the North?”

“He is,” said Taliesin. “But I am hopeful that he might join us, at least for Mael’s Dark Path. I sent him a message some while ago, but have not yet had an answer. If he cannot come, I am sure we can depend on Ugnach.”

“When do you plan to do it?” I asked. “Mael said before Beltane?”

“Certainly before that,” said Taliesin, “if we are going on to Ireland afterwards. But it will depend on Neirin.”

“Yes, Ireland,” I said thoughtfully. “What are your plans there?”

“First,” said Taliesin, “I want to see Fráechán. If he is not at Brú na Bóinne, they will know where he is. The Beltane festival will be at Uisneach, unless King Díarmait has overset custom again—but I doubt he will have. His position as High King is too precarious nowadays, from all that I hear.”

“Have you heard from Fráechán lately?” I asked.

“No,” said Taliesin. “Not since last summer, when I got a letter from him carried by a Greek wine merchant. That is another reason I will be looking for him first. He has strong powers of magical protection, as you know, but Díarmait is not a forgiving man—and Fráechán is now married, with a family. That makes him more vulnerable, as you also know.”

“True that is,” I said frowning, and thinking of my own family. “But when did he marry?”

“Just after we left Ireland,” said Taliesin. “I was sorry to miss the ceremony, but you needed to be back in Britain for Brân’s birth.”

“Mmm,” I said. “But would Díarmait dare attack Fráechán’s family? Certainly that might be dangerous for him personally, if Fráechán was forced to strike back.”

“I do not know,” said Taliesin. “But I think in his present situation Díarmait is unpredictable. He might consider that moving publicly against all the Druids would help him to win stronger Christian support.”

“That could make us,” I said slowly, “a target as well, as Fráechán’s friends.”

“Are you willing to chance that?” Taliesin asked.

“Yes, absolutely,” I said. 

Taliesin smiled. “So,” he said, “am I.” 

We talked for a little while longer about everyday things, and finished our wine; then we went to bed. But as I lay listening to my son’s quiet breathing in our sleeping room, I thought again of Fráechán, and felt a touch of awen stroke my spine. More than ever, I wanted to see that wise, kind, brave man again, and to know that things were well with him. He might hold the key to my own mystery at the Well of Wisdom.

After a good breakfast of cold meat and fresh wheaten bread the next morning, Ianto and I rode out in the thin spring sunshine under a clear sky of the mildest blue to visit my uncle’s farm. This was a good free-holding not far from Pengwern on the north bank of the Severn, and it was there that I had spent most of my childhood. It was two years and more since I had visited my relatives, but I found that things were not much changed. Most of the farm work was being done nowadays by my cousins, some of whose children I saw running wild in the farm yard or helping with the chores, but my elderly uncle hobbled out to meet us as Ianto and I dismounted in the stable yard. 

“Welcome, boy,” he said to me. And glancing at Ianto, “Who is this?”

“My elder son, Ieuan,” I said, smiling. My uncle’s brows rose.

“Well, well,” he said, looking at Ianto’s dark hair and blue eyes, “he is more like your mother than you ever were at his age—or have ever been since, for all of that. No one seeing you then would have taken you for her son, rather than mine. Is your wife dark haired?”

“She is,” I said, absently pushing back a lock of my own hair. It had darkened with age, but was still only a medium brown like my beard. My uncle nodded.

“Like enough you take after your mother’s father,” he said. “He was a brown man, as I mind it. Is this lad your only child?”

“No,” I said, and grinned. “I have two more—a younger boy, and a little girl.”

“Well, lad,” said my uncle, smiling at Ianto, “come and meet some of your cousins.” Ianto grinned, looking at the group of boys who were watching us from a respectful distance.

“I will be glad to,” he said. “This already feels like home.”

We spent most of the day at the farm, but left before evening, as I explained that I had to be back in good time in order to perform for the Prince that night. My uncle had smiled.

“He pays you well for your praise, does he, now that you are a Master?” he asked.

“He does,” I said, and smiled back at him. “He does indeed.”

“Well,” said my uncle, looking at Ianto, who was harnessing our ponies with the help of two older cousins, “will your lad grow up to be a bard like you as well?”

“He will,” I said. “He is learning fast.”

“That is good,” said my uncle, nodding. “Where you got the talent for it from, though, I never knew, for there is none of it in our family.”

“Was my father any sort of performer?” I asked. “I do not remember it if he was.”

“Na, na,” said my uncle. “Only a farmer like me, he was. A wild talent, I reckon. But it has done you well.”

“It has,” I said nodding, as Ianto led the saddled ponies toward us. “It has indeed.”

“Did you have a good time with your cousins today?” I asked him as we rode back toward Pengwern. I had spent the day talking to my uncle and some of the older men and women. Ianto nodded, grinning.

“I did,” he said. “They showed me around the farm, and we played some games in the afternoon. I like them—well, most of them... Sawl said that your brothers are not uncles to me, but only first cousins. How is that?”

“Strictly speaking, that is true,” I said. “I grew up with them after my own parents and my two younger brothers died in the Black Year. You have heard of that?”

“A little,” said Ianto, frowning. “Is that why you always call Belen your uncle, not your father?”

“Yes,” I said. “He is my uncle by marriage. His wife was my mother’s sister. I remember...” I paused, thinking back to the almost-forgotten day when the two of them had come to Viroconium to take me away with them. 

I had known then that something was very wrong, young though I was; my father and brothers had all been very ill, and my mother had been tending them. When my uncle and aunt had appeared, my mother had kissed me, and had told me to go and stay with them for a little while until everyone else was well again. And I had gone out with them, puzzled, but not afraid. At the last minute my mother had called my aunt back again, and had handed her something. I did not hear what she had said as she did it, for my uncle had been talking to me and lifting me into their farm cart, but I could guess now what that last-minute gift must have been—Mac Criomthann’s ring. And I never saw any of my first family again...

“Tad?” Ianto was saying as he rode beside me. “Tad? Is something wrong?” I sighed, realizing I must have been frowning.

“No, lad,” I said. “I was just remembering something that happened then. That was a very bad time. ‘The year without a summer,’ they called it, when snow fell at Lughnasa, and a lot of people died. I will tell you more about it someday, but not now. We are almost back to town, and I need to think about my song for the Prince tonight.”

“If I had a short song for him as well,” said Ianto, “could I sing it?” I smiled.

“Sing it for Taliesin when you see him,” I said, “and he can decide.”

“I will,” said Ianto, and grinned.
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Chapter 3 – Fathers and Sons
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In the guesthouse that evening I dressed carefully in my good clothes with Ianto’s help. He had only to slip into a clean tunic and trews and wipe some of the mud from his boots, while I pulled on a white linen undertunic like the one Taliesin had worn the night before, and over it the new woolen tunic that Rhiannedd had made for me this past winter. She had dyed the wool herself the previous summer, painstakingly matching my description of the dark purplish-red robe, the color of almost-ripe blackberries, which Fráechán had sometimes worn. The color set off to perfection the tangle of amber necklaces which Prince Cynan had given me on my previous visit to Pengwern. The bronze fittings on my belt and knife sheath and pouch had been thoroughly polished by Llacheu before I left home, and gleamed like red gold against the new dark leather. Under my tunics I wore clean dark linen trews in place of the mud-splattered woolen ones I had worn earlier, and clean soft leather hall shoes. At my instruction, Ianto combed my brown hair and tied it back with a thong on the nape of my neck. Finally I took my silver Master’s circlet from its silken bag, and placed it carefully on my head. I wore no other jewelry; this was enough.

We went first, not to the hall, but to Taliesin’s house. He also had been dressing, and was almost ready. He smiled at the sight of my finery. “Come in while I finish,” he said. “I will not be long.”

“Before we go to the hall,” I said, “Ianto has a request. He says that he has made a short song for the Prince, and asked if he could sing it tonight. I told him to sing it to you first, and let you decide.”

Taliesin raised his dark brows. “Well,” he said, “this is an unexpected development. You are starting early, Ianto, but that is good. Let me hear your song now.”

Ianto stood up straighter, and took a deep breath. Then, taking the performer’s stance he had seen me use so often, he began.

His song was not long, although its form was intricate; it praised Cynan for his strength and generosity to his people, and especially to bards. Taliesin smiled at the end. “Come with me while I finish dressing,” he said, “and I will give you a few suggestions. Gwernin, stay here, and give Ianto the privacy of my wisdom which you often wished for in the past.”

I laughed, and sat down on a stool as Ianto followed Taliesin into his sleeping room. When they came out after what seemed more than a few minutes, Ianto was blushing, but also grinning, and I knew he had got his permission to perform.

Prince Cynan’s feast hall was much as it had been the night before when we had arrived, full of people, noise, and smoke from the central fires. We made our way to Taliesin’s usual place near the front of the hall, where the servants brought us ale and small beer for Ianto. Soon the Prince and his bodyguards and officers came in, and one of the latter came to speak with Taliesin, who indicated that it would be my night to perform. After the food began to arrive, the officer summoned me, and I went to the Prince’s table accompanied by Ianto, who was carrying my harp. 

“So, Master Gwernin,” said Cynan. “What have you prepared for me tonight?”

“A song, Lord,” I said. He looked at Ianto.

“Does your boy accompany you?” he asked.

“A little, Lord,” I said. “He is learning.” Cynan raised his graying brows.

“Then let me hear your song,” he said. 

Ianto had taken a seat on the end of a nearby bench. We had begun to practice this at home, but had never tried it in public before, and I could see that he was nervous. The harp was large for him, but he settled it between his knees and against his left shoulder and plucked a soft opening chord. I smiled at him, took my stance, and began.

––––––––
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Who is the strongest

Prince in this land?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who the most generous

Prince in this land?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who is the richest

Prince in this land?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who is the bravest

Prince in this land?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who is the Prince

Whom all others fear?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who gathers gold

From all the lands near?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who feasts his men

On wine and on beer?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!

––––––––
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Who gives to his bards

When they sing his praise here?

None but Cynan mab Brochfael—

None but Cynan mab Brochfael!”

––––––––
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Ianto had accompanied me with simple harp chords at the end of each of my lines. Now hearing the repeat of my last line, he struck one more chord and stopped, grinning, as we had practiced. In the ensuing applause, I turned to the Prince, who was smiling.

“A good pupil,” he said. And taking a purse which one of his officers had placed on the table beside him, he tossed it to me.

“Thank you, Lord,” I said. “And now, with your permission, my son would like to offer you a short song.” Cynan’s eyes widened, and he nodded. 

“That,” he said, “should be something to hear. Yes, let him sing.”

Ianto had put my harp back in her case. Now, as I stepped aside, he took my place. His young face was very serious in the torchlight, and for a moment something in his fleeting expression reminded me of someone else I knew. But before I could trace that thought to its source, he began.

––––––––
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Cynan prince, my father’s praise

Raised before you, best I deem.

Gleaming word-craft, sword-bright, strong—

Long I’ll study, till I gain

Pain-bought craft as clear as his.

This my praise, with effort paid,

Made I for you, famous lord!

Hoarded riches, reaved from foes,

Glowing, golden, glad you give—

Live you long, Prince Cynan!”

––––––––
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His young voice had carried clearly, and he got a good round of applause from the hall for his effort. He turned to the Prince then, who was grinning.

“Taliesin’s song last night was true,” he said with a chuckle. “Your father has started you off well in his craft. Was this your first performance?”

“Yes, Lord,” said Ianto. Cynan grinned again.

“Then this,” he said, “is your first reward.” And pulling a silver ring from his left little finger, he tossed it to Ianto, who caught it and grinned back at him.

“Thank you, Lord!” he said. “I will keep it, and wear it as soon as it fits!” 

“Do so,” said Cynan, and laughed.

Back at our table, as we filled our bellies with stewed pig meat and good wheaten bread, I said to Taliesin, “That was not quite the first version I heard of Ianto’s song.”

“True that is,” Taliesin said, grinning. “But you know I can never help making suggestions to a pupil.”

“‘To a pupil...’” I said thoughtfully. “Hmm. I have not told you all of my plans for this summer—or him either.” Taliesin raised his eyebrows and looked at Ianto, who in the clamor of the hall had not heard my last remark.

“Really?” he said. I smiled.

“If I can,” I said, and Taliesin grinned.

“I hope,” he said, “that you succeed!”

“So,” I said, “do I.”

After the feast was over, I walked back with Taliesin to his house, leaving Ianto to find his way to the guesthouse with my harp and put himself to bed. We would be going back to Llys-Tyn-Wynnan the next morning if the good weather held, but it was uncertain at this time of year, and I had no intention of riding in freezing rain or worse when there was no urgency. I said as much to Taliesin after we reached his house and settled ourselves in his main room with cups of his good red wine.

Taliesin nodded. “There is no haste on you,” he said. “But tell me now, are you really planning to bring your son along with us on our summer travels? He is a little young for it, is he not?”

“Well,” I said thoughtfully, “he is twelve years old already. I will need some sort of body servant if we go to Ireland, and I will be leaving Llacheu behind to take my place at home while I am gone. At Ianto’s age, I was working on my uncle’s farm, but I would have been eager to travel. What were you doing at that age?”

“Mmm,” said Taliesin, and paused to take a thoughtful swallow of his wine. “I was studying with my masters Talhaearn and Emrys. And yes, traveling with them sometimes.”

“And how old was Neirin when you first met him?” I asked. “Not much older, I think, from something he once told me.”

Taliesin sighed. “I think he was about twelve. And yes, he had already ridden from Dun Eidyn to Elmet on his own. You have made your point. But how will Ianto’s mother feel about this?”

“That,” I said, “I have not yet—discussed—with her.” Taliesin chuckled.

“I am sure you will get your way,” he said. “You always do in the end.” I chuckled in return.

“Yes,” I said, “I do. But now, I have been wondering...”

“Yes?” said Taliesin, smiling.

“About fathers and sons,” I said. “Yesterday you sang that you had no sons of the blood. Forgive me if I ask—I know you have never been a man for the women, as I have—but I have been wondering... Was there never a chance that you might get one?” I paused, but Taliesin only sighed. “I am sorry,” I said, feeling the hot blood rise to my face. “Forgive me—it was the wine speaking.”

Taliesin shook his head. “Na, it is no matter,” he said, but his eyes seemed briefly dark with memory. “I thought there might have been a chance once, but it—came to nothing.” He drank from his cup, and I followed his example. He smiled then at my embarrassment. “Will you be making an early start tomorrow?” he asked.

“As early as I can,” I said, relieved at the change of subject. “It is, after all, a long ride for a short day. But when can I expect to see you in Llys-Tyn-Wynnan?”

“Probably about a month before Beltane,” said Taliesin. “With or without Neirin.”

“I will be ready,” I said. I drank off the rest of my wine and stood up, setting the cup down on his polished table. “Now I should probably go back to the guesthouse and check on my boy, who may be waiting up for me.” Taliesin smiled.

“I will see you, then,” he said, “in the morning.”

Ianto was not asleep, or even near it. The excitement of his first public performance was still on him. As I opened the door to the guesthouse, I heard the sound of a harp. The chords were slow and tentative, but they had a pattern of sorts, which stopped abruptly when I entered the room. 

Ianto was sitting on his bed with my harp in his arms. He grinned a little shamefaced and laid her down carefully beside him. 

“Well,” I said, “what is this?”

“I wanted to practice while I was waiting for you, Tad,” he said. “You told me I could start to do Llacheu’s job for you.”

“True,” I said, taking off my Master’s circlet and putting it in its silken bag, which I had left lying on my own bed. “Well, put her up, and come take this.”

Ianto put the harp back in her case, and came to help me undress, folding my hall clothes tidily as I handed them to him and placing them in one of my saddlebags. “You have practiced this,” I said. Ianto nodded.

“I asked Llacheu, when you said I could come with you, and he showed me what to do. Am I getting it all right?” I smiled.

“Mostly,” I said, taking off my linen trews last and handing them to him. “Put the shoes in the other saddlebag with my dress belt, but brush them off first.” I pulled on my day clothes, for the room was not warm. “Bedtime now, lad,” I said. “We will have an early start tomorrow. And thank you.”

“Thank you for bringing me along,” said Ianto seriously. I smiled.

“It has been good for both of us,” I said. Blowing out the candle, I lay down, but it was a while before I slept. I was still thinking of Taliesin’s reply to my awkward question. A chance once of a son, but it came to nothing? I sighed, and sighing fell asleep.

The next morning dawned cold but clear. After a quick breakfast of cold meat and fresh bread, we took our gear to the stables, where sleepy stableboys were harnessing our ponies. In the courtyard we bade farewell to Taliesin, who had risen early to see us off. “Before Beltane,” he said, “as I promised,” and I laughed.

“Tad,” Ianto asked as we rode away, “what did he mean?”

“Do not tell your mother,” I said with a grin, “but I have some travel planned with him and Mael this summer.”

“Could I come with you again?” Ianto asked.

“Perhaps,” I said. “Would you want to? As my body servant?”

“Yes!” said Ianto. I grinned.

“Then I will try,” I said, “to make it so.”
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Chapter 4 – The Third Man
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It was two weeks after the spring equinox, and the waning moon was three days from new, when Taliesin arrived with Mael and a third man. They brought no servants with them, but only three pack ponies, which Mael, as the youngest, led in a string at their back. They arrived on a cold late afternoon when I was once more teaching Ianto on our bench in the courtyard. At the sound of their hoofbeats I looked up and smiled. The third man, his dark red hair and beard shining in the sunlight, was Neirin.

Stableboys ran to take their ponies as they dismounted, while I sent Ianto for a welcome cup. Smiling, I greeted Taliesin first. “So,” I said, “you were successful, Gwion!”

“I was,” said Taliesin, nodding. 

Turning to Neirin, I looked him up and down while he stood grinning at me. “It has been a long time, brother,” I said.

“Twelve years, I make it,” Neirin said. “Too long.”

“Well,” I said, “if you will strike root in the North...” He laughed.

“Gwion says that you have broken forth now and then to travel with him,” he said.

“True that is,” I said, grinning.

“And he is about to do so again,” said Taliesin quietly. At this point Ianto joined us, carefully carrying the welcome cup full of mead. He offered it first to Taliesin, saying “Be welcome here, Master, in our home.”

“A blessing on this llys, and all who dwell here,” Taliesin said, and drank, then handed the cup to Neirin, who took it smiling.

“A blessing on the hall and on the hearth fire,” he said, his amber hawk’s eyes gleaming, and drank; then he passed the cup to Mael.

“A blessing on this llys, and all who dwell here, from all the Gods here honored,” Mael said, and finishing the cup, handed it back to Ianto. 

“Let us take your harps to the guesthouse,” I said, “and the boys can follow with the rest of your gear. Ianto, ask one of the kitchen girls to bring us some wine and bread.”

“I will bring it myself, Tad,” said Ianto, and set off at a run toward the kitchens.

“Is he your oldest boy?” asked Neirin as we walked toward the guesthouse. 

“He is,” I said. “I have a younger one and a little girl as well. I heard that you are married?” Neirin laughed.

“Very much so, for over seven years now. Do you remember Eithne, the little Pictish daughter of Inoide, King Mailchon of Ce’s sister, whose wedding we attended when she married Talorc?”

“I do,” I said, laughing in my turn, and remembering how the child had put a silver ring on Neirin’s finger when her mother had only told her to give it to him. “I take it she did not grow out of her intention to wed you when she was grown.”

“Na, she did not,” said Neirin, grinning. “We have two sons so far ourselves, and I hope will soon have more. We spend half the year with her mother and Talorc at his court at Forteviot, and half with my brother at Dun Eidyn. I have traveled a little in the North now and then, but the desire has been on me for some time to see you and Gwion again—so here I am!”

“And glad I am of it,” I said as we entered the guesthouse. “Are you planning to go on with us to Ireland after we finish on Ynys Môn?” 

“I might,” said Neirin. “The decision is not with me yet. Would it be for all of the summer?”

“I am not sure,” I said, looking at Taliesin. “Gwion? What are your intentions?” Taliesin laughed.

“To tell the truth,” he said, “I am not sure either. It will partly depend on Fráechán.”

“Ah, yes,” said Neirin. “Your friend the Druid, whom you mentioned to me once or twice earlier?”

“Yes,” said Taliesin.

“I would like to meet him,” said Neirin. “Good it would be with me to see how his Druidry compares with that of Broichan and one or two others I know in the Pictish lands. For that, I think I will go with you to Ériu.”

“Then it is settled,” said Taliesin, and smiled.

At this point Ianto came in with a tray of bread and wine, setting it down neatly on a small table between the beds. “Shall I pour for you, Masters?” he asked, lifting one of the cups.

“I think we can manage for ourselves,” I said. “Go along now to your mother and see if she has any tasks for you.”

“Cannot I stay and listen?” asked Ianto.

“Later,” I said. “Go along now.” As he left reluctantly, the stableboys came in with packs and saddlebags, and placed them on three of the beds. When they had gone as well, Taliesin smiled.

“What secrets do you wish to discuss?” he asked me.

“Not secrets, exactly,” I said. “More a matter of questions for the three of you. First, why have you brought no students or other servants to aid us?”

“I do not know about Neirin,” said Taliesin, “but neither Mael or I have students at the moment. We will need to find servants in Ireland to prove our status, but for the first part of our journey it will be simpler to look after ourselves.”

“I have two bardic students at home,” said Neirin, “but the need was not on me to bring them with me.”

“Do you hold by your intention, Gwernin?” asked Taliesin. I smiled.

“To bring Ianto with us as my body servant?” I asked. “Yes, if pleases you. He wants to come.”

“Hai mai!” said Neirin, and laughed. “Likely it is that we would find a use for him, as you have today!”

“Have you spoken to his mother about this?” asked Taliesin. I smiled a little shamefacedly. 

“Not yet,” I said. “I wanted your permission first—from all three of you.”

“You have mine,” said Mael, smiling. “He is a good boy, and a good student. I enjoyed teaching him three summers ago while you were gone.”'

“And mine,” said Neirin. Taliesin hesitated, frowning a little, but after a moment he nodded. 

“If Rhiannedd will give her consent, he may come,” he said. 

“Then if you all will stay here for two or three days, I should be able to get it,” I said. “I had better go talk to her now. Come to the hall when you are ready—you all know the way.”

“We do indeed,” said Taliesin, and smiled.

I found Rhiannedd working in her mother Gwawr’s hut. She was stirring one of her herbal concoctions on the brazier while five-year-old Brân played with something in a corner and little Elen watched him intently. The light from my opening of the leather door curtain made her look up, and seeing me, she smiled. The brazier’s fire threw shadows on her thin face, marking out the laughter lines around her dark blue eyes and sweet mouth, but hiding the few silver threads at her temples and in her dark hair. 

“Where is Ianto?” I asked. “I sent him to you, to see if you had any work for him.” 

“I have not seen him yet,” said Rhiannedd. “I expect he stopped to talk to someone. Why?”

“Well, it was not important,” I said. “Only that he would have told you that we have guests.”

“Guests?” said Rhiannedd, lifting her spoon from the pot and looking critically at the dark liquid which dripped off of it. “Who are they? Anyone I know?”

“Taliesin and two other men,” I said. “You remember Mael’s visit earlier this spring?” Rhiannedd looked up at me, her smile disappearing.

“So,” she said. “Has he come to take you away again?” I knew that she meant Taliesin.

“For a while at least,” I said. “You remember that I told you Mael needs my help with a bardic ceremony, and that it would take place on Ynys Môn.”

“Yes,” said Rhiannedd, frowning. “How long will you be gone?”

“I am not sure,” I said. Rhiannedd sighed.

“Until Samhain, I suppose that means,” she said. “Where are you really going this time?”

“To Ynys Môn first, as I told you.” Rhiannedd looked back at the brazier, and began to stir her pot again.

“Is it Ireland again?” she asked after a moment.

“Yes,” I said. She sighed again.

“How long do I have to pack your gear?”

“Two or three days,” I said. “Llacheu and Ianto can help you.” Rhiannedd nodded, and looked up at me again.

“Is Llacheu going with you?” she asked. “That would leave the Prince without a bard for the whole summer, and he might not like that.” 

“No,” I said. “Llacheu will be taking my place here with the Prince while I am gone.”

“Well, that is something.” She smiled. “He can keep Ianto up on his lessons.”

“Umm,” I said, and paused, seeing Brân looking at us, his dark eyes curious. At that point Ianto pushed the door curtain aside and came in. 

“Oh, Tad,” he said. “I stopped to talk to Llacheu. Did you want me again?” Then, looking at Rhiannedd, “Have you asked her?”

I sighed. “Not yet.” Rhiannedd was staring at us both. 

“I see,” she said after a minute. “Is that why you took him with you to Pengwern? As a test?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Please, Mam,” said Ianto. “Can I go with Tad?” Rhiannedd sighed again.

“We will talk about this later,” she said to me. Then, to Ianto, “I will think about it, cariad. You are young to be traveling for so long.”

“But Mam,” said Ianto. “Tad needs someone to help him like Llacheu does. And I did a good job in Pengwern, did I not, Tad?” I smiled.

“You did,” I said, and looked back at Rhiannedd. “Taliesin has said that Ianto can come with us if you give him your permission. But think about how much he could learn, traveling with me and three other Master Bards for a summer. It is an opportunity not to be missed.”

“This is too sudden,” said Rhiannedd, frowning. “I will have to think about it. Who is your third man?” I smiled at that.

“Do you remember Neirin mab Dwywei?” I asked. “Taliesin persuaded him to come down from the North where he has been living, and join us.” Rhiannedd’s expression lightened a bit.

“Of course I remember him,” she said.

“Ask him,” I said with a grin, “how old he was, when he rode from Dun Eidyn to Elmet on his own.” And to Ianto, “Come along, lad. Let us see if our guests need anything before they go to the hall.”

When we reached the guesthouse, we found our friends dressing for the evening. Taliesin was wearing his customary dark blue woolen robe, and Mael the brighter blue one he had always liked, but Neirin’s knee-length tunic was of fine-combed wool woven in a rich checker of green and blue and gold, with narrow bands of red silk gleaming at neck and shoulders, and under it he wore a soft white linen shirt and woolen trews of a deep double-dyed black. His dark red hair and short-clipped beard were combed tidily, and he was buckling a dark leather belt whose fittings gleamed like red gold around his narrow waist. None of the three were wearing jewelry or their Masters circlets, for they would not be expected to perform on their first night here, but they still made a fine company.
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