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Praise for The Oath, Book One of the Druid Chronicles




“Linden’s well-researched tale eloquently brings to life a lesser-known period of transition in Britain.… The author has created a strong foundation for her series with well-developed characters whom readers can embrace.… [a] layered, gripping historical fiction …”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“The story rolls along at a lively pace, rich with details of the times and a wide cast of characters.… [The] plotting, shifting points of view of the three engaging protagonists, and evocative writing style make The Oath a pleasure to read. Highly recommended!”


—HISTORICAL NOVELS REVIEW


“Linden uses a fairy tale-like style almost as though this story has been passed down orally over the centuries.”


—BOOKLIST


“Thrilling historical fiction with heart and soul.”


—TIM PEARS, author of In the Place of Fallen Leaves
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The Druid Chronicles is a historical fiction series set in Anglo-Saxon Britain during a time known alternatively as the early medieval period or the Dark Ages. Books One, Three, Four, and Five are primarily concerned with events that take place in AD 788. Book Two begins a generation earlier and recounts the events that set the main story in motion. While considerable liberty has been taken in adapting the geopolitics of the period to the needs of the story, it is generally true that:




	At the time in question, the Germanic invaders (who in this narrative will be referred to as Saxons) had conquered the southeastern lowlands, while indigenous Celts retained control in the mountainous northwest.


	The majority of native Britons had converted to Christianity by the end of the fourth century. The Saxon conversion was essentially complete by the late 600s.


	Before the conversion to Christianity, both ethnic groups were polytheistic, and elements of those earlier beliefs and practices persisted after that transition was nominally complete.







Atheldom and Derthwald, the Saxon kingdoms in which most of the series’ actions take place, are literary creations, as is Llwddawanden, a secluded valley in which it is imagined that a secretive Druid cult has continued its traditional practices despite the otherwise relentless spread of Christianity.


About Druids: Although much has been written about Druids, there is little verifiable information regarding what this apparently elite and possibly priestly class of Celts believed or what ritual practices they may have carried out. For the purpose of this series, it is conjectured that Druids were indeed priests and priestesses and that the Druids of Llwddawanden were matriarchal, subscribing to the belief that:




	There was a supreme mother goddess at the apex of an extensive pantheon of gods and goddesses.


	The spirit of this supreme deity inhabited the body of their cult’s chief priestess.


	At the chief priestess’s death, the goddess’s spirit passed on to her daughter, if she had one, or else to a designated member of the priestesses’ inner circle.





There is not, to the author’s knowledge, any evidence that a community of practicing Druids persisted as late as the eighth century in the British Isles or elsewhere, and there is no reason to think that the views and practices ascribed to the Druids of Llwddawanden have any basis in reality.
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FEYWN [FAY-UN]




	

Chief priestess













	

ARIANNA [ARI-ANNA]




	

Feywn’s daughter









	

ANNWR [ANN-UR]




	

Priestess, Feywn’s sister









	

CYRI [KER-EE]




	

Annwr’s daughter









	

GWENNEFOR [GWEN-EH-FOR]




	

Priestess, Feywn’s cousin









	

GWENYDD [GWEN-ETH]




	

Gwennefor’s daughter









	

CALDORA [KAL-DOR-A]




	

Priestess, Feywn’s cousin









	

CATA [KAY-TAH]




	

Caldora daughter









	

TARA [TAR-AH]




	

Caldora daughter, Cata’s twin sister









	

RHONNON [ROW-NUN]




	

Priestess, chief midwife









	

AOLFE [AHL-FEE]




	

Priestess, chief herbalist









	

LUNEDD [LOON-ETH]




	

Priestess, calendar keeper









	

BELODDEN [BEE-LOTH-EN]




	

Priestess, guardian of the women’s quarters









	

HERRWN [HAIR-UN]




	

Chief priest, bard









	

LOTHWEN [LOTH-WEN]




	

Priestess, Herrwn’s consort (deceased)









	

LILLYWEN [LILY-WEN]




	

Herrwn and Lothwen’s daughter (deceased)









	

OSSIAM [OH-SEE-EM]




	

Priest, chief oracle









	

IDDWRAN [ITH-OO-RAN]




	

Ossiam’s assistant









	

OGDWEN [OH’G-DO-EN]




	

Ossiam’s assistant









	

RHEDWYN [RED-WIN]




	

Ossiam’s disciple, Feywn’s first consort, Arianna’s father









	

LABHRUINN [LAB-RUIN]




	

Rhedwyn’s brother









	

MADHERAN [MAD-HAIR-AN]




	

Priest-in-training, later a member of Rhedwyn’s war band









	

OLYRRWD [OH-LA-ROOD]




	

Priest, chief physician









	

MOELWYN [MOIL-WIN]




	

Priest-in-training, later Olyrrwd’s assistant









	

GOFANNON [GO-FAN-ON]




	

Member of Rhedwyn’s war band, later one of the shrine’s guards









	

CAELENDRA [KAY-LEN-DRA]




	

Chief priestess before Feywn (deceased)









	

ELDRENEDD [EL-DREN-ETH]




	

Caelendra’s son, later Feywn’s second consort









	

CAELYM [KAY-LUM]




	

Caelendra’s son, later Feywn’s second consort









	

ARDDWN [AR-THUN]




	

Feywn and Caelym’s first son









	

EALENDWR [EL-EN-DUR]




	

Feywn and Caelym’s daughter (deceased)









	

LLIEM [LEE-EM]




	

Feywn and Caelym’s second son









	

BENYON [BEN-YUN]




	

Servant in the priests’ quarters









	

NIMRRWN [NIM-RUN]




	

Benyon’s nephew









	

IDDWRNA [ITH-UR-NA]




	

Benyon’s nephew









	

DARBIN [DAR-BIN]




	

Metalsmith









	

MAI [MY]




	

Darbin’s sister









	

AONGHUS [AHN-GUS]




	

Herder in charge of the shrine’s sheep and goats









	

LLWDD [LOOTH]




	

Villager, spokesman for the valley’s farmers









	

NONNA [NO-NA]




	

Nursery servant

















Place Names
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LLWDDAWANDEN [LUTH-A-WAND-UN]




	

Site of the Druids’ current shrine









	

CAENBWNSA [KANE-BUN-SA]




	

A village loyal to the Druids of Llwddawanden









	

CWMMARWN [KUM-UR-UN]




	

The cult’s original shrine









	

CWDDWAELLWN [KUTH-WAY-LUN]




	

Site of the cult’s original shrine















Author’s Note: This list includes characters who died before the story opens or appear in later books. Names of minor characters who appear or are mentioned in a single context have been omitted.















Synopsis of The Oath Book One of The Druid Chronicles
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Book One (The Oath) opens with the arrival of Caelym, a young Druid priest, at the outer walls of the Abbey of Saint Edeth in search of Annwr, the sister of his cult’s chief priestess, who was abducted by a Saxon war band fifteen years earlier and is rumored to be living in the convent.


Weary, wounded, and starving, Caelym is on the verge of collapse when he meets an elderly woman who takes him to her hut. In subsequent chapters it is disclosed that the woman is the Priestess Annwr, that she spent the first years of her enslavement as the nursemaid to Theobold and Alswanda’s orphaned daughter, Aleswina, and that when Aleswina was consigned to the abbey, she brought Annwr with her and arranged for her to have lodging on the convent grounds.


Aleswina is well aware of Annwr’s background and, acting out of devotion to her beloved servant, she hides Caelym in a secret chamber under a shrine in the convent’s garden and nurses him back to health.


Just as Caelym and Annwr are about to leave together, Aleswina learns that her cousin, King Gilberth—a tyrant known for his cruelty and vicious temper, and for having had five wives die under mysterious circumstances—is going to take her from the convent to be his next bride. Terrified, she escapes with Annwr and Caelym. While Annwr, who’s come to love Aleswina as a daughter, wants to keep her with them, Caelym is adamant that a Saxon Christian cannot be admitted into their cult and only agrees to deliver her to another convent.


Besides rescuing Annwr, Caelym also has to find his two sons, Arddwn and Lliem, who have not been heard from since they were sent out of the shrine to be fostered by Benyon, a servant believed to be faithful to Llwddawanden’s priests and priestesses. But Benyon, it turns out, has converted to Christianity, assumed a new identity, and used the treasure trove he stole from the shrine to set himself up as a wealthy landowner ensconced in a heavily fortified manor.


On discovering that the man he entrusted his sons to has made them into slaves, Caelym is ready to break down the door of that manor with his bare hands, but Annwr and Aleswina hold him back. Instead, using subterfuge, Aleswina is able to get inside and trick Benyon into letting the boys go.


Despite Caelym’s gratitude for Aleswina’s rescuing his sons, he continues to refuse Annwr’s demand that they take her back to Llwddawanden. The two continue to argue until, in an emotional confrontation, Caelym reveals that their cult’s previously safe sanctuary has been betrayed, and that instead of returning there, they are embarking upon a perilous and possibly futile attempt to found a new shrine.


Wanting what is best for Aleswina, Annwr agrees to leave her at a remote lodge with an elderly servant who was the princess’s first nursemaid and who promises to see that the princess reaches the safety of a convent beyond the border of Derthwald. In the book’s closing pages, Aleswina is resigned to spending the rest of her life behind convent walls, and Annwr is ready, whatever dangers lie ahead, to rejoin her people.













PART I

Tales of the Hunt
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“Until lions have their historians, tales of the hunt shall always glorify the hunter,” is an African proverb quoted by the eminent Nigerian author and scholar Chinua Achebe, in an interview with Paris Review in 1994. Its applicability to the Druids of Northern Europe is manifest. Having left no written records, their early portrayals come from the accounts of foreign and often hostile commentators, while later depictions were the work of Christian authors intending to replace Druidic ideas with their own. It is not surprising, then, that by the eighth century, the priests and priestesses who had once been accorded a reverence bordering on worship were publicly reviled as sorcerers and witches.


That said, the superstitious dread of Druids that infected the Christians of that period was out of proportion with any apparent threat posed by a frail old man wrapped in a travel-stained cloak crouching on a rocky ledge overlooking the valley that encompassed what was then the Saxon kingdom of Derthwald.
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In the wider scheme of things, Derthwald was a small kingdom, but to Herrwn, who’d rarely before been outside a valley barely four leagues long and only two across, the moonlit mix of woods and fields below him was a vast expanse almost dizzying in its immensity.


A sharp wind cut through his cloak and the robe beneath, both still damp from the downpour earlier that day, so the shiver that momentarily came over him was more likely from cold and hunger than a lack of personal fortitude. Still, physical hardship was a new experience for Herrwn. Until the unspeakable betrayal that laid open the entry of their previously secure sanctuary to their enemies, he’d led a privileged life—the life of a teacher and a poet within the shelter of a community that valued learning and poetry above gold. While this preferential treatment had not protected him from the aches of old age or the pain of outliving all his family and most of his friends, he had been spared much of the discomfort of living in a time that later generations would call the Dark Ages—although he would have been offended if he had heard the term and understood the implications that his time was a time of ignorance and depravity.
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Having devoted his life to reciting the sagas that contained the ancient wisdom passed down to him from his father and his father’s father going back to the night the first of those stories was told by the first storyteller, Herrwn would have expected more appreciation for his labors. Of course, the penchant of the young for giving themselves entirely too much credit was nothing new to a man who’d been a teacher for over forty years, and Herrwn would have considered anyone born in our time—twelve centuries after he was—to be very young indeed.


In the unlikely event that he had been able to do so, he would have been ready to answer the criticisms of those yet-to-be born scholars who had the conceit to pass such an ill-founded judgment on their elders. He would have straightened himself up to his full height, fixed the upstarts with the stern gaze that had subdued two generations of unruly disciples, and spoken with grave dignity as he challenged them to prove the boast that their age was better than earlier ones.


“So, I am to understand that in your time the wealthy gladly share their excess goods with the poor and the needy? And it must also be true that your rulers act only out of selfless consideration of what is best for those that they govern? And, certainly, in such advanced and civilized days, men do not resort to the crudeness of war to make their point but use reason and the thoughtful exchange of words instead!”


Here Herrwn would have paused to wait for the feeble rebuttal to sputter out before demanding to know whether all the wondrous advances of the future had served to make men and women more generous or more loving or more content—and exactly how they could be so certain that generosity or love or contentment had never been felt by those who lived in earlier times. Then he would have finished with a polite but pointed suggestion that “perhaps, instead of complaining about the flaws of other times, you should be putting your thoughts and actions into improving your own!”
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Druids were like that—always ready to talk their opponents into submission on any topic whatsoever. And despite his shabby outward appearance, Herrwn was a Druid—and not just any Druid but a Druid born to the highest ranks of his elite order, descended from an unbroken line of Druids going back to the days when all of Britain worshipped the Great Mother Goddess and her ever-expanding family of divine offspring.


It was his ancestors who first chanted the sacred chants and danced the sacred dances celebrating the power of the Goddess, their bards who first recited the sagas recalling how the struggles between the Goddess’s many children had shaped the world, their oracles who first foretold the future by augury and divination.


Even after other shrines sprang up in more accessible locations, theirs had held ascendency. The most important kings and queens did not marry without consulting with their high priestess, the greatest warriors did not go to war without the approval of their council, and the wisest farmers did not plant their crops before the day decreed by their calendar.


Secure in their primary position and elevated standing, they’d been tolerant when competing centers, out of either sincere misapprehension or unwitting envy, began to question their authority in determining the proper names, relative ranking, and exact powers of the vast and complex array of divine beings that had sprung from the Goddess’s fertile loins.


The disputes, which at first had seemed no more serious than arguments over the merits of contestants in the footraces held at the summer solstice celebration, turned ominous when a rebellious faction of younger priests put forth the observation that men were bigger and stronger than women as evidence that gods must be more powerful and more important than goddesses.


This challenge to conventional wisdom was compounded by uncertainty about just how many gods and goddesses there actually were—a question that was only raised by common laborers complaining about the rising costs of placating the steadily increasing number of easily offended divinities before the invading Romans unleashed a whole new pantheon onto the lands they conquered. (The answer to this, of course, was, “So many that only someone with the highly trained memory of a Druid could keep track of them all.”)
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Herrwn’s sect, the Shrine of the Great Mother Goddess, was, as its name implied, a conservative school of thought. Steadfast in upholding the preeminent role of the Mother Goddess both in the creation and the oversight of the world and unwilling to get caught up in what seemed to them to be juvenile squabbling, its chief priests restated the obvious—“All life begins with a mother”—and continued on with their own affairs.


Safely situated above the furthest reach of the Roman occupation, their shrine remained a prominent center of Druid belief and practice until a new and even more dangerous idea was put forth—first behind closed doors, then offhandedly at informal gatherings of priests-in-training, and finally out loud in open councils—and what began as a grassroots movement of the lower classes responding to the appeal of a simple idea of a single god, one who cared about the poor and maybe wouldn’t expect so much tribute, took hold and spread like wildfire.


Well aware of the arguments for monotheism, the high priests of their cult had stood firm, saying, “You get what you pay for,” and adding that what the converts to Christianity would get was one god who was every bit as demanding as a thousand had ever been but who wouldn’t share with anyone else. It was Herrwn’s great-grandfather’s great-great-grandfather who’d answered the claim by proselytizing Christians that having one god was better than many, scoffing, “By that reasoning, having no gods or goddesses would be best of all.” But neither humor nor reason prevailed, and almost overnight, the steady stream of tribute that had sustained their shrine for the past millennium dried up to a trickle.


As the tide of public opinion turned against them, they retreated from their original shrine to take refuge in an even more remote sanctuary that had previously been reserved for conducting their four highest seasonal rituals.


By the time the Romans were replaced by a second wave of foreign invaders, the schism between adherents of the old religion and the new one had grown so intense that there were some priests sitting on the shrine’s highest council who considered the Saxons being polytheists to count in their favor. This guarded optimism faded, however, as it became apparent that the Saxons were undiscriminating in their warfare—killing fellow pagans as remorselessly as Christians.


With the eventual conversion of Saxons, the question of one god or many was largely resolved in favor of Jesus Christ, and while the widespread adoption of Christianity did not bring universal peace or justice, it did bring converted Saxons and Celts together to persecute nonbelievers of either race.


In spite of this growing hostility, the Druids of Llwddawanden had not yet been completely cut off from the outside world. They continued to meet with their relatives who’d become Christian for another two generations, although their family reunions had deteriorated into occasions for name-calling and acrimony by the time Herrwn was born. Then, the year that he turned eight, a delegation, led by his father and including his father’s four brothers, went out for what was to be the last time. They left Llwddawanden expecting to be gone for at least ten days. They returned a week later with only half their number, and their kinship—which had remained intact in spite of all the arguments over the ranks and responsibilities of a thousand gods and goddesses—was permanently torn apart.
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Of all Herrwn’s childhood memories, the most vivid would always be the image of his calm, thoughtful father—a man known for his patience and open-mindedness, for his readiness to offer a sympathetic excuse for the bad behavior of others, and for his ability to smooth over rancorous disputes in the High Council—stamping in a circle around the sacred hearth, fuming and sputtering, repeating over and over how it was a travesty and an abomination that those who had once been their flesh and blood should spew the disgraceful, repellent falsehood that it was not the Great Mother Goddess who gave them life (as if you could look anywhere and find any creature that is born without a mother!) but instead chose to worship a despicable Christian god who claimed to have created the first man out of mud and the first woman out of the man’s rib!


Huddled out of sight behind the back row of the benches in the great council chamber with his little brother and two of their cousins, Herrwn had stared in bewilderment at his father and uncles, the three highest priests on their highest council, almost incoherent with outrage, declaring that his two missing uncles were no longer kin and were never to be called by name again.


One of his uncles had a lively sense of humor and turned their outrage into laughter by pulling open his robe and counting his ribs and exclaiming in mock surprise that none were missing! The other two (usually dignified) men followed suit, each of them opening their robes and counting their ribs and trying to persuade Herrwn’s mother and aunts to let their ribs be counted. Caught up in the game, Herrwn had pulled up his own shirt and counted his ribs, and then helped his brother to count his. The younger boy was ticklish and had fallen to the floor in uncontrollable peals of laughter and been left with a bad case of hiccups. Except for that, they all felt better, having proved that the number of ribs for men and for women was exactly the same and so settling, once and for all, that life was a gift from the Great Mother Goddess in whom they correctly believed!


With that, Herrwn’s father and uncles agreed that while there was room in the world for a large and perhaps uncountable number of gods and goddesses, there was no place in their shrine for any god who claimed credit for the work of others.


Herrwn’s mother and aunts did not need to be convinced. They had each given birth themselves and shared the view that men could never endure menstrual cramps, much less childbirth. It was Herrwn’s mother who had the last word, startling them all by saying there might be some basis for Christian belief because (and she paused for effect), in the unlikely event that a male god were to give life, he would certainly do it in a way which did not require any real labor or discomfort for himself.


By then they all were in complete agreement not to demean themselves arguing over foolishness and decided that they would refuse to discuss the matter further and would wait for the absent uncles to return to their senses.


In the decades that passed since then, Herrwn and his cousins had risen to take their fathers’ places as the shrine’s chief bard, oracle, and physician, and, together with the shrine’s highest priestesses, they had continued to recite their ancient sagas, conduct their arcane rituals, and view themselves as the firstborn and favorite of the Goddess’s mortal children.
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The belief that the most important of all divine spirits had personally given birth to their ancestors, and that She continued to like them better than anyone else, was at best a tenuous conclusion in view of their reduced lot in life, but the Druids of Llwddawanden believed it. Dismissing the challenges of hostile armies and competing doctrines, they remained secure in their conviction that the living spirit of the Great Mother Goddess inhabited the body of their highest priestess—changing in form from tall to short, from svelte to voluptuous, from blond to dark as she passed from one generation to the next.


It had briefly seemed their faith might be rewarded when the ascendance of a mesmerizingly beautiful chief priestess brought the return of enthusiastic worshippers and their valley’s population swelled—but that revival ended in catastrophe when her charismatic consort led his fanatically loyal but tragically ill-prepared band of would-be warriors in a doomed charge against a Saxon army.


In the fifteen years since that defeat, few children had been born, and the old had continued to die, so when their secret location was betrayed by one of their own, there were only a handful of them left to flee for other shelter. Still, the choice of staying faithful to the Goddess remained, and Herrwn had made it with his eyes open. It was a decision over which he had no regrets and one that gave him an inner strength beyond anything one would expect in a man of his age whose worldly possessions amounted to no more than what he could carry on his back.













Chapter 1:

The Manner of a Man’s Death
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Herrwn had left the relative warmth of the wayside shelter where Gwenydd and Darbin were bickering over which route to take in the morning—having nothing of any substance to add to the debate and knowing better than to take sides in a quarrel between a priestess and her consort. Instead of finding a spot out of the wind to practice his recitations, as he’d first intended, he’d been drawn by an irresistible urge to the brink of the cliff. There, after laying aside his staff and taking hold of a branch of a scrawny bush, he leaned out as far as he dared and stared down into the valley below, wishing that Olyrrwd was there to see it with him.


Thinking of Olyrrwd, Herrwn was reminded of a time they had discussed whether the manner of a person’s death was a part of the pattern of the way that person had lived their life.


Olyrrwd had thought so, and, as their shrine’s chief physician, he had watched a great many people die. And when Olyrrwd himself was dying, he had spent his final hours intent on seeing that his life’s work would be carried on rather than wasting time in grief, anger, or regret. His had been a determined, purposeful death, just as he had been a determined, purposeful man.


The wind whipping across the valley cut through Herrwn’s cloak and his robe underneath, reminding him of how chilled he’d felt—in spite of the fire blazing in their bedchamber’s hearth—as Olyrrwd discussed the ebbing of his life with his young disciple as though it was only a matter of theoretical interest.


By then Herrwn had been an elder on the shrine’s High Council for over two decades, but he only began to feel old when Caelym—himself suddenly aged beyond his nineteen years—with a now full-fledged physician’s authority, firmly told him, “It’s over,” and “Olyrrwd is gone” (as if Herrwn were too dim to know death when he saw it). Sighing sadly, Caelym helped Herrwn to his feet, guided him to his bed (as if Herrwn would have become lost trying to find his way across the room), and sat next to him, patting his back (as if Herrwn were a colicky infant who needed to be burped instead of a wise and philosophical man weeping wise and philosophical tears).


Seven years later, Herrwn still felt the pain of Olyrrwd’s absence every day, missing him as he would have missed a part of his own body. It was a familiar ache he welcomed, bringing with it memories so sharp and clear that it seemed he could reach out and touch them. What he regretted was his lack of grief for Ossiam, their fellow elder and the shrine’s chief oracle and master of divination.


A theatrical and enigmatic man in life, Ossiam had departed in a dramatic display which, like his double-edged prophesies, had left behind more questions than answers—a fact that Olyrrwd would certainly claim as another proof of his assertion about the pattern of mortal existence.


Ossiam had only been gone for a matter of—here Herrwn needed to stop and glance up at the moon—five weeks, but already he seemed to have receded into the distant past, Herrwn’s memory of him so shifting and elusive that he could not even recall his final words.


Of course, with everything that had happened since the dread night of the last winter solstice, one inexplicable catastrophe following on the heels of another, it might be expected that this final blow would overwhelm the senses of a man of Herrwn’s advanced years—even one with the trained memory of a master bard. Feeling the loose gravel shift underneath him, he absentmindedly dug in his heels and pushed himself back a bit, still trying to bring those last days at Llwddawanden into focus.


Caelym had left on his mission to find the boys that Herrwn expected would be his last two disciples, assuming he managed to live long enough to pass his vast store of knowledge on to another generation of young Druids—as he very much hoped he would, having serious concerns about Caelym’s ability to set his indulgence of his sons aside and maintain the firmness required of a teacher.


That was a tangential thought and Herrwn resolutely brought his mind back to task, recalling how, in the wake of the events now referred to obliquely as “The Betrayal,” Ossiam had withdrawn to the oracle’s tower, appearing only to share whatever omens he divined with their chief priestess in the privacy of her bedchamber.


There’d been no reason to think that the dark clouds gathering in the west presaged anything hopeful, and it had seemed almost inevitable that a massive storm would sweep in, toppling trees and whipping the lake into a froth of whitecaps.


While the rest of them huddled together in the shrine’s main chamber or kept a tense watch for the impending enemy invasion, Ossiam had circled restlessly around the central hearth, muttering about evil signs and ominous portents. At a momentary lull in the sounds of the storm outside, he had abruptly stopped his pacing, raised his fists over his head, and cried out, “What is the meaning of this storm, and why does it come over us now?”


If Olyrrwd had still been there, no doubt he would have spoken up in the wry, sardonic voice he’d reserved for challenging whatever Ossiam said to point out that it was the season that storms happened, and that to be truly portentous, the clouds should be pouring toads or vipers down on them. As it was, Herrwn and the others had just shuddered as the oracle’s next words—“The gods are angry and must be appeased! I hear their wrathful cries and will take them the tribute they demand”—echoed through the chamber.


Herrwn had tried to hold Ossiam back, protesting that it was too great a risk to take tribute out in the middle of the storm with the lake churning and heaving as if a vast swarm of sea monsters were at war with each other, but the oracle had repeated that the gods were angry and needed to be appeased and swept out of the room, taking with him a golden chalice that would have been a king’s ransom in the days when they still had kings.


It was only now that Herrwn realized what had bothered him at the time—Ossiam had said the gods were angry. He had not mentioned the goddesses.


Still, the storm had subsided overnight and the lake was peaceful again in the morning, so when a boat had been found drifting upside down at the far end of the lake it was agreed that he’d been right and must be honored for the courage of his sacrifice. But for Herrwn, Ossiam’s death had an empty and unfinished quality to it, leaving room for hope that he might return. His hope had lasted for most of the day, and he could not have said exactly when it turned into suspicion that Ossiam had taken the shrine’s most cherished treasure and left to be a Christian.


[image: image]


With no way to know whether Ossiam was a hero or a traitor, Herrwn had not been able to settle on a single emotion, either grief or anger, about the oracle’s disappearance. Now, without warning, the realization came over him that—in his heart of hearts—he wished that Olyrrwd was alive and hoped that Ossiam was dead.


The thought startled him, and it disturbed him deeply.













Chapter 2:

The Passage
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Ossiam and Olyrrwd were Herrwn’s cousins, sons of the two uncles who’d returned with his father following their last attempt to reconcile with the branch of their family that had left the shrine and converted to Christianity. Herrwn was the firstborn son of the shrine’s chief priest and master bard. Ossiam, the son of their oracle, was born six months after Herrwn and six months before Olyrrwd, the son of their physician, and the three had spent their formative years studying, eating, and sleeping together in the quarters that included the classroom for priests-in-training and its adjacent dormitory.


A stranger looking at Herrwn and Ossiam would have taken them for brothers. Both were tall and slender with sharply defined features. Both had fine, straight hair that darkened from blond to brown as they got older and lightened to silver in their middle years. Both had gray eyes (although Ossiam’s exact shade changed with the color of his robes and the light around him, while Herrwn’s did not). Both of them had been handsome as young men and both remained imposing into old age, so it puzzled Herrwn that none of the shrine’s priestesses had ever chosen Ossiam to be her consort.


Where Herrwn and Ossiam were tall and thin, Olyrrwd was short and stout. He had pale, protruding eyes, bristling, rust-colored hair, and a nose that was too small for the rest of his face. He looked, as Ossiam had sometimes remarked with an undertone that hovered on the edge of spite, “Like a changeling left in place of his mother’s real child.” Ossiam didn’t actually say, “by trolls,” but the implication was there.


It seemed to Herrwn that Ossiam and Olyrrwd had begun to quarrel as soon as they could talk. From as far back into their childhood as he could recall, the two were arguing about something—who could run faster, who could throw stones farther, who could recite the most words in a single breath. In contests where being bigger mattered, Ossiam had always won; in those that required aim and dexterity, Olyrrwd had—so the overall balance of victories and defeats stayed close. Now and again, however, one of them (usually Olyrrwd) would score a resounding triumph—like the time they’d been taking turns reciting sections of a particularly demanding epic that required the orator to switch back and forth in rapid succession between the voices of the Sea-Goddess, the mortal hero, and an entire family of ogres.


As Olyrrwd, whose voice had already completed its maturation into an unequivocal bass, was struggling with the lines of the goddess, Ossiam sneered, “You sound like a toad croaking in a bog.”


At the time, Olyrrwd had just grinned and gone on, but he spent the following week training his cat to start wailing when he snapped his fingers. The week after that he hid the cat in a basket in the classroom’s cupboard and snapped his fingers just as Ossiam opened his mouth to sing. The effect was an all-too-close approximation of Ossiam’s erratic and unpredictable fluctuations between a boy’s soprano and the high tenor where it would eventually settle. Instead of laughing, however, Olyrrwd had exclaimed, “Why, Ossie, that’s the best you’ve ever done it!” in a tone of complete sincerity.


In spite of Ossiam and Olyrrwd’s youthful disputes, the three cousins remained inseparable throughout their early years of study, sharing a chamber reserved for the most gifted and promising of the Druids-in-training even after they’d completed the second level of their instruction and been chosen as their fathers’ disciples. At the time, in fact, Ossiam and Olyrrwd’s squabbles provided a release from the strenuous demands of their studies.
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“Strenuous” was hardly sufficient to describe the studies required to become a priest in the shrine of the Great Mother Goddess, an indoctrination that began at the age of six and continued well into adulthood.


Starting with simple recitations, songs, and dances, the daily lessons quickly advanced to include oratory and the basics of ritual invocations. By the time boys destined for entry into the highest orders completed their second level of instruction, they were expected to answer any question put to them about any of the scores of interconnected sagas that comprised the nine major epics that lay at the heart of their cult’s belief system and to have completely mastered the rites and rituals which, taken together, constituted the symbolic reenactment of the creation of the mortal world as well as providing an explanation for the seasons.


At some point between the ages of sixteen and nineteen, the best of the youthful initiates would be chosen for one of the three great fields of study and move on to the final stage of the indoctrination needed to become a bard, a healer, or an oracle.


For Herrwn, who earned his place as his father’s understudy, this had meant not only learning to recite both the Eastern and Western versions of those epics from memory but also to draw on relevant tales in order to explain and defend their order’s core convictions—that the Great Mother Goddess was the first and foremost of the world’s vast array of gods and goddesses, that it was from Her that all life sprang, that they themselves were the descendants of the firstborn of Her mortal children, and that it was because of this—and because of their continued precision in conducting her rites and rituals—that She chose to remain among them, embodied within their highest priestess.


The belief that a supreme supernatural being of infinite power and importance would take the time and trouble to look after the welfare of a single cult, leaving the larger world to fend for itself, might seem foolish to outsiders, but Herrwn believed it. He had seen it happen.
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It was in early fall of the year that he was twelve. His father (whose name was also Herrwn, so that Herrwn was called Little Herrwn long after he achieved his adult height) had hinted that if he memorized the complete saga of the courtship of the Earth-Goddess by the Sun-God, he might be allowed to take part in “some very important rite.”


The weather that day was sunny and clear, but there was a crispness in the air so that even with his eyes closed, concentrating on his delivery of the speech of the Earth-Goddess decrying her favorite consort’s infidelity, Herrwn could tell that summer was ending and fall was setting in. Opening his eyes after what he was confident was a good, if not perfect, rendition, he had expected his father to say that he had done well and, at most, make a few corrections.


His father, however, remained silent, gazing out of the window with a preoccupied look on his face.


Herrwn was about to ask if he had made some grave error (he had just started using the word “grave,” liking the profound and important way it sounded, and he also felt “error” was a more elevated word than “mistake”), but just as he was opening his mouth, a woman servant burst into the room.


That any woman should burst into the priest’s classroom was startling. That it should be a servant was shocking. And then she spoke without waiting to be given permission!


“The Priestess … You must come now!”


While the title “priestess” could mean Herrwn’s mother as well as his aunts and all of his grown-up female cousins, “The Priestess” was a term reserved for Eldrenedd, who had been chief priestess and the Goddess incarnate for all of Herrwn’s life (and for twenty-eight years before he was born).


Instead of giving the servant a stern look or otherwise correcting her presumptuous behavior, Herrwn’s father told her to take Herrwn, Ossiam, and Olyrrwd to the nursery and hurried out of the classroom.


There’d been nothing to do but follow the servant through the winding hallways that led out of the priests’ quarters, circled around the central courtyard, and passed through the archway into the women’s side of the shrine to the nursery, where Herrwn’s little brother and the rest of the shrine’s children were having breakfast.


Ignoring the three boys’ questions, the chief nursery servant made them sit down at the table and set little cups of warm milk and little bowls of sweetened porridge in front of them.


“That’s baby food!” Ossiam protested indignantly, at which Olyrrwd gleefully picked up his bowl and plopped the contents into Ossiam’s, saying, “You’ll need more because you’re a big baby.”


There was a moment of startled silence. Then the little boy sitting next to Ossiam picked up his bowl and dumped it into the bowl of the little girl sitting on the other side of him, saying, “Here, you’re a baby!” starting a chain reaction of children turning their bowls upside down and shrieking, “You’re a baby!” at each other.


Servants rushed around the tables, putting the bowls right side up and scraping up the splattered cereal, while the chief nurse scolded Ossiam and Olyrrwd, warning them to behave or she would go and tell their parents.


After a brief show of contrition, Olyrrwd and Ossiam left the table and began to fight over a toy that one or the other of them had left behind six years earlier until the nurse threw up her hands, left the room, and returned with Herrwn’s father.


Although he hadn’t been an active participant in his cousins’ misconduct, Herrwn was hoping that once his father had given his usual calm admonishment to “take this chance to learn how to resolve your disputes with reason and compromise,” he would explain what was going on. Instead, the elder Herrwn took Ossiam and Olyrrwd by the backs of their robes and handed them over to a man-servant with the stinging rebuke “If you are going to bicker like servants’ children, then you may go and stay with servants until you are ready to act like Druids” and left.


Shaken by his father’s uncharacteristic harshness, Herrwn spent the rest of the day doing whatever the chief nurse told him. He played games with his brother and the other children, and then, pretending to be a bard, he told them stories from his own lessons until the end of the afternoon when his father came back—dressed in his finest silk ceremonial robe and carrying a matching robe for Herrwn.


By then, Herrwn had guessed that the mysterious rite his father had been hinting at was about to happen, so he was on his very best behavior as the two of them went together to the shrine’s main meeting hall, where all the shrine’s priests were forming a line behind the chief oracle.


“Where are the priestesses?” What Herrwn really meant was Where is my mother? but he didn’t want his father to know how nervous he felt.


“They’re waiting for us.”


Herrwn could see from his father’s set expression that this was no time for questions. Pressing his lips together and bowing his head, he reminded himself that he was a pupil of the shrine’s chief priest on the verge of taking part in his first great rite, and it was incumbent (“incumbent” being another word he’d taken to using recently) upon him to act accordingly.


Following close behind his father, he joined the line of priests. As they passed in single file out of the hall, their chief oracle handed each of them a lighted candle without speaking—something that was quite out of the ordinary for Ossiam’s father, who always had something portentous to say on every occasion.
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The rays of the late-afternoon sun filtered through the branches overhead, making a lacework of shadows on the ground as the procession wound its way deep into the forest. Leaving the paths that Herrwn was familiar with, they climbed upwards until they came to a massive granite outcrop that was split down the middle, as if it had been hewn open by a giant’s axe. The priests, who had been murmuring a soft chant praising the Goddess and all of Her works, fell silent—except for the oracle who raised his voice in a long (and, to Herrwn, incomprehensible) incantation before he led the way into the dark crevice.


Herrwn edged along after his father, sliding one hand along the side of the rock wall and holding his candle out to see where he was putting his feet. The air in the narrow passageway was oddly warm and had a faint odor that reminded him of one of their physician’s pungent healing potions.


The smell grew stronger as he stepped out of the rift to find himself in a small valley, a place the likes of which he had never seen or imagined.













Chapter 3:

The Sacred Pools
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They were standing on the edge of a steaming pool dotted with smooth, flat boulders, the smoothest and flattest of which lay in an almost straight line across to a wide ledge. That ledge was the lowest and widest of a series of shelves that rose, step-wise, into a white cloud that glowed mysteriously with seven pinpoints of light hovering in a line just above where Herrwn imagined the top of the highest ledge must be.


More pools filled the depressions and irregularities in the rocky shelves, connected by ribbons of water that spilled over from one ledge to the next. The banks on either side of the valley floor were covered with a profusion of plants. Some were familiar—ferns and reeds and horsetails—but others were strange, creeping vines that coiled around the trunks of trees and almost covered a long, low wooden hut set back from the edge of the main pool.


Herrwn’s father, who had not said anything to him or even looked back to check on him since they’d left the shrine’s main hall, turned around and straightened Herrwn’s robes, whispering, “We are at the Sacred Pools.”


The Sacred Pools!


It was all Herrwn could do to keep his expression somber and earnest as he pictured himself telling Olyrrwd and Ossiam that he’d been to the Sacred Pools.


Ordinarily not even the highest priests were permitted to go to the Sacred Pools—only priestesses and their women servants.
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Every month, Herrwn’s mother would pack five days of clean clothes, kiss him, his brother, and his father goodbye, and leave with some of the other priestesses because, she said, “I need to rest and regain my strength.” Once, when Herrwn had seen her gathering her things together, he’d run up and down the shrine’s stairways until he was out of breath and then gone gasping to her, saying that he needed to rest and regain his strength too, but all he’d received for his efforts was to be sent to bed early.


When one of Herrwn’s girl cousins, who was only a few months older than he was, smugly packed her clothes and left with the grown-up priestesses, he’d protested to his father that it wasn’t fair that girls got to go to the Sacred Pools and boys didn’t. His father had been sitting in a corner of the shrine’s inner courtyard, talking with another priest who’d broken out in gales of laughter and fallen backward off his stool. Oddogwn picked himself up, brushed off his robes, and said, between wheezing gasps, “Oh, Little Herrwn, believe me when I tell you that you do not ever want to be there when women are resting and regaining their strength.”


Herrwn’s father, who had answered every question that Herrwn had ever asked him before, only said, “One day when you are grown and are some woman’s consort, you will understand.”
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If he’d dared to move without permission—which he didn’t—Herrwn would have loved to test the water in the pool with his toe to see how hot it was. Instead, standing still at his father’s side, he waited until, finally, the oracle finished reciting another obscure chant and led the way across the pool, stepping from one dry stone to the next, his robes swishing around his feet, so it looked as if he were walking on the surface of the steaming water.


Keeping in an evenly spaced line and chanting a song usually sung at the winter solstice, the men wove back and forth from one ledge to the next.


As they reached the uppermost ledge, Herrwn saw the mist was rising from the base of a waterfall that plunged in a narrow stream from the cliff above and realized that what he had thought were lights floating in midair were the flames of candles held up by priestesses standing in a row, their gauzy white robes blending in with the mist around them. Their chief priestess, Eldrenedd, stood at the center, with Herrwn’s mother on her left side, Caelendra, his mother’s first cousin, on her right, and two lesser but still important priestesses on either side of them.


Following the oracle, the priests formed a semicircle facing the priestesses. The last rays of the setting sun turned the sky bright red. The water running around their feet and over the ledge behind them reflected the color overhead, making it seem as if they were surrounded by streams of blood. Suddenly, Herrwn didn’t want to be there anymore. He pulled on his father’s robe, trying to get his attention and his permission to go back to the nursery.


At that moment, the ancient chief priestess, who’d been glancing around the circle to make sure that everyone was in place, looked directly into Herrwn’s face and winked at him, as though to reassure him that everything would be all right.


Then she began to sing.


Herrwn had been learning songs and chants since he was six years old and he thought he knew them all, the ones sung on the shortest day of winter and the longest day of summer, on the night of the full moon and the night there was no moon, after the birth of the first lamb in the spring and before the cutting of the first sheaf of wheat in the fall, but he’d never heard this one before—or any song so filled with passion for the colors and textures and sounds of the living world. The words and the music made him want to climb trees and dance in meadows and run splashing through the Sacred Pools all at once.


As the song went on, a nearly full moon rose above the eastern ridge while the sun was setting in the west, and the reds and pinks around them faded into dark green and darker grays. The light of the moon reflected on the mist so that the air sparkled as if each drop of moisture were an infinitesimally small star, while the real stars came out to fill the sky overhead.


Then the song stopped.


Speaking in a voice that was suddenly old and weary, Eldrenedd sighed. “But now I must leave all this behind and bid you farewell.”


“No, please, don’t go!” a deep and resonant man’s voice rose up. It was Herrwn’s father, and as he sang out all the other priests joined him, pleading for her to stay.


The flood of joy that had welled up inside Herrwn vanished, leaving a vast, empty ache behind. It was a feeling he’d only had once before—the one and only time that he’d ever heard his mother and father arguing. He and his brother had listened from outside the doorway to their parents’ bedchamber, trembling, as his mother said that she was going to go back to live with her sisters (since Herrwn’s mother didn’t have any sisters, Herrwn had guessed she meant the quarters for the high priestesses without consorts). His father had pleaded with her not to leave him, promising that he would not fail her again. Herrwn had not heard the beginning of the dispute—and never did learn what it was about—but could feel the desperation in his father’s voice as he said, “I will do whatever you ask, if only you will stay!”


“We will do whatever you ask, if only you will stay!” was just what his father sang at that moment, and the chorus echoed his words in an overlapping chant that bounced off the cliff walls.


Those seemed to be the words that Eldrenedd was waiting for, because, in an altered tone, she sang, “Will you honor me, and will you be forever grateful to me for giving you life?”


“We will honor you, and we will be forever grateful to you for giving us life.”


“Will you keep a count of my days, and will you pay the tribute you owe to me and to my consorts and to all my divine children?”


“We will keep a count of your days, and we will pay the tribute we owe to you and to your consorts and to all of your divine children.”


The chant went back and forth as Eldrenedd extracted their pledge to carry on their traditions in the face of any adversity. Herrwn sang along with the rest, one part of his mind filling with hope and determination, the other part doubting, wondering how the old priestess who seemed barely strong enough to walk could keep her promise not to die.


Eldrenedd put out her hand.


The chanting stopped.


The priestesses who’d been spread out on either side of her came together into a circle. Eldrenedd looked to her left—at Herrwn’s mother—but her gaze moved on, looking into the face of each of the six priestesses in turn, until she got to Caelendra.


For a long moment, no one breathed. Then Eldrenedd closed her eyes. The candle that she was holding went out, and the candle that Caelendra was holding flared up brighter, and Caelendra, who was unusually tall for a woman, seemed to grow even taller before Herrwn’s eyes.


Herrwn’s father went down to his knees, and Herrwn, along with the rest of the priests, did too.


Lifting her candle high over her head with her left hand, Caelendra beckoned for them to rise with her right.


“You, Herrwn,” she said, looking at Herrwn’s father and speaking in a voice as soft and gentle as a mother comforting a frightened child. “Will you be my chief priest and master bard—giving me your wise counsel and telling the great legends of our past?”


“I will.” Herrwn’s father spoke in an equally soft voice that was somehow still strong and resolute.


“And you, Olyrrond …”


Caelendra went on to ask for and receive promises from each of the other priests. Then, she lowered her candle, spread her arms in a gesture that seemed to embrace them all, and said with surprising simplicity, “Thank you.”


With that, Herrwn’s father began the chant Herrwn knew from the daily sunrise ritual, and one after another of the priests and priestesses joined in. After the last note died away, Caelendra led them back down the way they came—all of them walking in a steady line, except for the old priestess, who was barely breathing and had to be carried by one of the younger priests.













Chapter 4:

Cididden
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The next morning, while his parents were busy with the preparations for Eldrenedd’s funeral, Herrwn rushed to find Olyrrwd and Ossiam. He met them hurrying down the hallways toward him—Olyrrwd out in front for a change, carrying something wrapped up in a small woolen bundle.


Before Herrwn could tell them what had happened at the Sacred Pools, Olyrrwd launched into an enthusiastic account of his day in the shrine’s kitchen—interrupted now and again by Ossiam, who seemed determined to continue some earlier quarrel.


Olyrrwd was more than ready to oblige, declaring, “Ossie was a big baby! He was rude to the cook, and she made him sit in the corner.”


“She didn’t make me do anything! I wanted to sit there! I was having a vision!”


“Were not!”


“Was too!”


“Were not!”


As Olyrrwd and Ossiam shouted at each other, the bundle Olyrrwd was holding against his chest began to move and give off faint mewing sounds. Olyrrwd dropped his voice to a whisper and, ignoring Ossiam’s final “was too,” abruptly changed the subject to say that he had watched the cook’s cat have kittens.


“Seven of them! All black kittens, with no white on them anywhere!”


Too caught up in his story to keep up his quarrel with Ossiam, Olyrrwd retold every detail of the birth that he could remember.


“The mother cat yowled and heaved and looked like she was pooping, but instead of poop, kittens came out! They were all wet and gooey and covered with something like snot, only stickier! And the mother cat licked the sticky stuff off of the kittens, and the kittens crawled all by themselves to start nursing, even though they were just born!” Pausing to take a gulping breath, he went on, “But when the last and littlest kitten was born, her mother pushed her away and wouldn’t let her have anything to eat, and the cook said that she was too weak to live, and that she was going to drown her!”


Here Ossiam broke in, paying Olyrrwd back for his earlier insult. “Oly cried like a little baby, and the cook gave him the stupid kitten to make him shut up! And it’s just going to die anyway!”


“She will not!” Olyrrwd hugged the bundle closer and glared at Ossiam. “I’m going to heal her! I’ll feed her sheep’s milk and keep her warm so she will live!”
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Olyrrwd named the kitten “Cididden.” For the next three days and nights, he cradled her in his arms, not willing to put her down for fear that she’d die if he wasn’t holding her. He dripped milk into her mouth from a doll’s spoon and stroked her tiny, frail body, all the time making soft purring noises in imitation of a mother cat.


Defying Ossiam’s spiteful prediction, the kitten grew stronger until she could suck the milk off a rag wick and then lap it out of a bowl. The first of the many sickly or injured animals that Olyrrwd nursed back to health, she remained his boon companion for twenty-four years, the exact length of Caelendra’s time as their chief priestess.


Once, somewhere in the middle of those years, when Herrwn, Ossiam, and Olyrrwd were resting in their chambers after their midday meal and Cididden was stretched out, sleek and content, on a sunny window ledge, Olyrrwd smugly reminded Ossiam of his “first prophecy,” to which Ossiam retorted, “I said she was going to die, I didn’t say when!”


But Ossiam was never able to pronounce his prediction fulfilled because, in the turmoil that followed Caelendra’s death, Cididden disappeared. No trace of her was ever found, and all Olyrrwd would say was, “She must have gone to be Caelendra’s guide into the next world.”


While there was no question that Olyrrwd mourned the loss of his beloved pet almost as much as he mourned for Caelendra herself, Herrwn always harbored a suspicion that his cousin had eased Cididden’s exit from this world with a dose of poppy juice in her milk and then hidden her body among the grave goods surrounding the remains of their dead priestess. With Olyrrwd, anything was possible when it came to chafing Ossiam.













Chapter 5:

Rhedwyn
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As they advanced through their training, all three cousins had excelled in their chosen field of study—Herrwn in recitation, Ossiam in prophesy, and Olyrrwd in healing—so it surprised no one when each was picked to be his own father’s disciple.


Referred to collectively as the “Three Elders,” the shrine’s bard, oracle, and physician were the highest ranked of the priests, presiding over the High Council and acting as intimate advisors to the chief priestess. As the term implied, the Elders usually lived into venerable old age, and as young men, their understudies knew they could expect to have the benefit of at least twenty more years to fully master the intricacies of their roles before they needed to assume their full responsibilities.


This last stage of indoctrination, however, was cut short for Herrwn, Ossiam, and Olyrrwd by a wave of illness that swept through the shrine the winter after they completed their formal training, taking away almost the whole of the generation above them and leaving them “Elders” before their time.


For weeks afterwards, Ossiam was too busy making sacrifices to appease the malevolent spirits, and Olyrrwd was too busy tending the recovering survivors for them to argue about anything. But eventually, things returned to normal.


As they settled into their seats at the head of the High Council, Ossiam and Olyrrwd’s bickering evolved into divisive debates over any question brought before them. While to Herrwn most of his cousins’ disputes seemed petty and unnecessary, rising more out of habit than from real disagreement, one proved to be pivotal and to have lasting consequences for the shrine.
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The plague that left Herrwn, Ossiam, and Olyrrwd pronounced Elders while they were still in their mid-twenties carried a compelling message—so, as soon as they were able, they returned to the shrine’s classroom to take up the task of training their own successors.


Before the epidemic struck, there had been a dozen boys of sufficiently high birth to become priests. Now there were only five. The oldest of them, Herrwn’s brother, was the sole survivor of seven who’d reached the upper level of their studies. Three of the other four were still in their rudimentary lessons, and the youngest was only a toddler who would still be in the nursery if the women responsible for him hadn’t been needed to care for the sick and dying.


Still, five was, as Olyrrwd, who was more accustomed to dealing with illness and death than Herrwn or Ossiam, put it, “better than none, giving us one apiece with two extras, just in case.”


But it was not as simple as that.


Herrwn’s brother, who’d always been a deeply sensitive boy, too kindhearted to kill a fly and liable to cry for hours over the body of a dead sparrow, withdrew from his training to wander in the high meadows and forests above the shrine, playing his harp and singing songs of unrelenting sadness.


That left the four younger boys—Rhedwyn, Madheran, Moelwyn, and Labhruinn—and it was clear that the handsomest of those four, Rhedwyn, outshone the others. Gifted with a quick mind, an astounding memory, and a flawless voice, he was taking part in all but the highest rituals—chanting the sacred invocations and dancing the sacred dances as if he’d learned them from the firstborn of the Goddess’s immortal offspring—by the age of fourteen, and by sixteen he could recite the longest and most complicated of their sagas without so much as a misplaced pause while accompanying himself on a harp with unerring precision.


None of the other boys, with the possible exception of Labhruinn, were incompetent or stupid. Moelwyn actually had quite a good memory and was a quick learner, especially when it came to brewing potions, and—apart from a tic of blinking his right eye—had no major failings. Madheran had a strong, resounding voice and an impressive ability to recite and act out epic battle scenes, although his memory for the other portions of the sagas or for medicinal and oracular incantations left something to be desired.


Unfortunately, the best that could be said of Labhruinn was that he tried hard. At first, his struggles with the most basic of his recitations was put down to his beginning his training at three instead of the usual age of six. As time went on, however, the boy’s failure to recite the simplest ode without stammering or to dance more than three steps without tripping over his own feet was an ever-increasing disappointment—especially since he was Rhedwyn’s brother by his father as well as his mother.


In all, it was no surprise that the competition over Rhedwyn became a source of renewed contention between Ossiam and Olyrrwd. And being honest with himself, as he invariably was, Herrwn had to admit that he had been as determined as either of the others to claim Rhedwyn for his own calling.


To the best of Herrwn’s knowledge, the only song Olyrrwd ever composed was a ditty about the boys that gave vent to his sardonic sense of humor. Almost four decades later, he could hear his cousin’s gravelly voice warbling its facetious lines.




Madheran shouting, “I’m so brave!”


Boldly climbs a tree.


Moelwyn, paying him no mind,


Stirs two pots or three.


Labhruinn, rushing to catch up,


Stops to wipe his nose.


Rhedwyn, loveliest of all,


Brings we three to blows.





The first time he sang it, the three of them had been up late talking about their pupils’ progress. Ossiam, who’d just finished a far longer and more erudite assessment, left the room in a huff. This was a mistake because it led Olyrrwd to repeat the lyrics so often that after a while he needed only hum the tune to make Ossiam grimace.


Herrwn reproached Olyrrwd about this, not just because he was being childish but because the choice of a disciple was entirely about the skills required to meet the demands of the highest levels of training and was not at all about physical appearance. It was Rhedwyn’s abilities that mattered, not—and Herrwn had made this point repeatedly—that the boy was almost too good-looking to be mortal.
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Perhaps it was mere chance—though Herrwn thought not— that at the moment he was picturing Rhedwyn in his mind, the night sky over the valley of Derthwald was lit almost as bright as day by a shower of meteors. Led by a fiery ball that dwarfed the others trailing in its wake, they made a blazing arc across the horizon before that brightest one flared in a final, blinding flash of light and the others flickered out one by one, leaving the heavens darker than before.


[image: image]


Given Rhedwyn’s rapid progress through the most challenging of his lessons, it was no surprise that he passed all the final tests, including a uniquely spectacular dream quest, and was deemed ready to begin his formal discipleship as a bard, oracle, or healer a full year earlier than most.


So on the day of his sixteenth birthday, Rhedwyn, wearing the plain gray gown of an ordinary apprentice, sat waiting on a stone bench near the entryway to the stairs that led up to the priests’ highest tower, while in the chamber at the top of that tower, Herrwn, Ossiam, and Olyrrwd met to determine the best course of his future (or, as Olyrrwd crudely put it—to squabble over who was going to get the pick of the litter).


Herrwn had carefully prepared his words well in advance, and after the obligatory round of ritual incantations, he asserted his right as the head of the High Council to speak first.


“You have heard Rhedwyn’s voice, and you must know that he was born to sing the songs of our past. With practice and discipline, he will master the greatest of our tales—bringing alive the words of bards long dead.”


It was not usual for Olyrrwd to disagree openly with Herrwn, but here he did, saying, “Those bards are, as you say, long dead, and they will stay that way, whoever sings their songs now.” Then, unfairly, he sighed, put his hand to his chest, and said mournfully, “I will not live forever, and you will someday need a physician to take my place—maybe sooner rather than later.”


Olyrrwd’s words caused a spasm in Herrwn’s own chest, and he hastily laid aside his own claim.


Then Ossiam spoke.


Ever since succeeding his father as chief oracle and master of divination, Ossiam had developed the annoying habit of responding to reasoned debate with prophecies of doom when he didn’t get his way. Now he evoked the clustering of crows in the tallest oak in the Sacred Grove, the twisting of the entrails pulled out of a sacrificial hare, and the pattern of the clouds in the west that they could all see through the window of the chamber where they were standing as evidence that the Goddess Herself was commanding that Rhedwyn be given into training as an oracle.


Neither Herrwn nor Olyrrwd could muster an argument to counter this flood of omens, so Ossiam got Rhedwyn, although Olyrrwd got the last word, muttering a saying he’d picked up from the servants: “Beware of getting what you wish for.”


Deaf to Olyrrwd’s disgruntled gibe, Ossiam swept out of the room and down the tower’s curving stairway.


Herrwn and Olyrrwd sighed in unison and stood side by side, staring into the smoldering embers of the chamber’s hearth, until Olyrrwd sighed again and said, “Well, that leaves three—one for each of us and one left over just in case.”


While disappointed, Herrwn was also oddly relieved that Rhedwyn was no longer a source of contention between the two of them. “You’ll want Moelwyn, then?” he asked.


“He doesn’t mind foul smells and likes stirring pots. I suppose I could do worse. And you’ll be content with Madheran?”


“I can’t complain about his voice; it’s quite resounding and works well for opening odes and speeches of the conquering heroes. And after this …”


Herrwn stopped before saying what they were both thinking—that both the younger boys might look better with Rhedwyn gone.


Olyrrwd nodded his understanding and jumped ahead to say what was on the tip of Herrwn’s tongue.


“And Labhruinn—”


“can wait.” Herrwn picked up Olyrrwd’s thought. “He may still—”


“show some promise at something, maybe—”


“as his brother’s assistant. Or maybe—”


Going on in this comfortable exchange of half-sentences, they made their way down the stairs together. At the bottom, they parted ways, Olyrrwd taking the left turn toward the shrine’s herb garden and Herrwn turning right, back to the classroom.
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