The Book of Three by Lloyd Al exander

For the children who |istened, the grown-ups who were patient, and especially
for Ann Durell

Author's Note

This chronicle of the Land of Prydain is not a retelling or
retransl ati on of Wel sh nythol ogy. Prydain is not Wil es--not entirely, at
| east. The inspiration for it cones fromthat magnificent land and its
| egends; but, essentially, Prydain is a country existing only in the
i magi nation

A few of its inhabitants are drawn fromthe ancient tales. Gwdion, for
exanple, is a "real" legendary figure. Arawn, the dread Lord of Annuvin, cones
from the Mbinogion, the classic collection of Wlsh | egends, though in
Prydain he is considerably nore villainous. And there is an authentic
nmyt hol ogi cal basis for Arawn's caul dron, Hen Wen the oracular pig, the old
enchanter Dall ben, and others. However, Taran the Assistant Pig-Keeper, |ike
Eil onwy of the red-gold hair, was born in my own Prydain.

The geography of Prydain is peculiar to itself. Any resenbl ance between
it and Wales is perhaps not coincidental--but not to be used as a guide for
tourists. It is a small land, yet it has room enough for gallantry and hunor;
and even an Assistant Pig-Keeper there may cherish certain dreans.

The chronicle of Prydain is a fantasy. Such things never happen in rea
life. O do they? Mbst of us are called on to performtasks far beyond what we
bel i eve we can do. Qur capabilities seldom match our aspirations, and we are
often woefully unprepared. To this extent, we are all Assistant Pig-Keepers at
heart. -L.A

Chapter 1
The Assistant Pi g- Keeper

Taran wanted to make a sword; but Coll, charged with the practical side
of his education, decided on horseshoes. And so it had been horseshoes al
nmorni ng | ong. Taran's arns ached, soot blackened his face. At |ast he dropped
the hamrer and turned to Coll, who was watching himcritically.

"Why?" Taran cried. "Why nmust it be horseshoes? As if we had any
hor ses! ™"

Coll was stout and round and his great bald head gl owed bright pink
"Lucky for the horses," was all he said, glancing at Taran's handi work.

"I could do better at making a sword," Taran protested. "I know
could.” And before Coll could answer, he snatched the tongs, flung a strip of
red-hot iron to the anvil, and began hammering away as fast as he coul d.

"Wait, wait!" cried Coll, "that is not the way to go after it!"

Heedl ess of Coll, unable even to hear himabove the din, Taran pounded
harder than ever. Sparks sprayed the air. But the nore he pounded, the nore
the netal tw sted and buckled; until, finally, the iron sprang fromthe tongs

and fell to the ground. Taran stared in dismay. Wth the tongs, he picked up
the bent iron and examned it.
"Not quite the blade for a hero," Coll remarked.

"It's ruined," Taran glumy agreed. "It |ooks like a sick snake," he
added rueful ly.
"As | tried telling you," said Coll, "you had it all wong. You mnust

hol d the tongs--so. Wen you strike, the strength nust flow from your shoul der
and your wist be | oose. You can hear it when you do it right. There is a kind



of music in it. Besides," he added, "this is not the netal for weapons."

Col |l returned the crooked, half-fornmed blade to the furnace, where it
lost its shape entirely.

"I wish | might have my own sword," Taran sighed, "and you would teach
me sword-fighting."

"Wsht!" cried Coll. "Wy should you want to know that? W have no
battles at Caer Dall ben.”

"W have no horses, either," objected Taran, "but we're naking
hor seshoes. "

"CGet on with you," said Coll, unnmoved. "That is for practice.”

"And so would this be," Taran urged. "Come, teach ne the sword-fighting.
You must know the art."”

Coll's shining head gl owed even brighter. A trace of a smle appeared on
his face, as though he were savoring something pleasant. "True," he said
quietly, "I have held a sword once or twice in ny day."

"Teach ne now," pl eaded Taran. He seized a poker and brandi shed it,
slashing at the air and dancing back and forth over the hard-packed earthen

floor. "See," he called, "I know nost of it already."
"Hol d your hand,"” chuckled Coll. "If you were to conme against ne |ike
that, with all your posing and bouncing, | should have you chopped into bits

by this tine." He hesitated a monent. "Look you," he said quickly, "at |east
you shoul d know there is a right way and a wong way to go about it."

He pi cked up another poker. "Here now," he ordered, with a sooty w nk,
"stand |like a man."

Taran brought up his poker. Wile Coll shouted instructions, they set to
parrying and thrusting, with nuch bangi ng, clanking, and commotion. For a
nmonent Taran was sure he had the better of Coll, but the old man spun away
with amazing lightness of foot. Now it was Taran who strove desperately to
ward off Coll's bl ows.

Abruptly, Coll stopped. So did Taran, his poker poised in nmd-air. In
t he doorway of the forge stood the tall, bent figure of Dallben

Dal | ben, master of Caer Dall ben, was three hundred and seventy-nine
years old. H's beard covered so nuch of his face he seemed al ways to be
peering over a gray cloud. On the little farm while Taran and Coll saw to the
pl owi ng, sow ng, weeding, reaping, and all the other tasks of husbandry,
Dal | ben undertook the neditating, an occupation so exhausting he could
acconplish it only by lying down and closing his eyes. He neditated an hour
and a half follow ng breakfast and again later in the day. The clatter from
the forge had roused himfromhis nmorning nmeditation; his robe hung askew over
hi s boney knees.

"Stop that nonsense directly," said Dallben. "I amsurprised at you," he
added, frowning at Coll. "There is serious work to be done.™
"It wasn't Coll," Taran interrupted. "It was | who asked to | earn sword

play."

"I did not say | was surprised at you," renmarked Dall ben. "But perhaps I
am after all. |I think you had best come with ne."

Taran foll owed the ancient man out of the forge, across the chicken run
and into the white, thatched cottage. There, in Dallben's chanber, nol dering
tomes overfl owed the saggi ng shelves and spilled onto the floor anm d heaps of
i ron cook pots, studded belts, harps with or without strings, and other
oddnent s.

Taran took his place on the wooden bench, as he always did when Dal | ben
was in a mood for giving | essons or reprinands.

"I fully understand," said Dallben, settling hinself behind his table,

"in the use of weapons, as in everything else, there is a certain skill. But
wi ser heads than yours w |l deterni ne when you should learn it."
"I"'msorry," Taran began, "I should not have . "

"I amnot angry," Dallben said, raising a hand. "Only a little sad. Tine
flies quickly; things always happen sooner than one expects. And yet," he
mur nured, alnost to hinmself, "it troubles ne. | fear the



Hor ned Ki ng may have some part in this."

"The Horned Ki ng?" asked Taran

"We shall speak of himlater," said Dallben. He drew a ponderous,
| eat her - bound vol une toward him The Book of Three, from which he occasionally
read to Taran and which, the boy believed, held in its pages everything anyone
coul d possibly want to know.

"As | have explained to you before," Dallben went on, "--and you have
very likely forgotten--Prydain is a |land of many cantrevs--of small ki ngdomns
--and many kings. And, of course, their war | eaders who conmand the warriors."

"But there is the High King above themall," said Taran, "Math Son of
Mat honwy. His war |leader is the mghtiest hero in Prydain. You told nme of him
Prince Gwdion! Yes," Taran went on eagerly, "I know. .."

"There are other things you do not know, " Dallben said, "for the obvious
reason that | have not told you. For the nonment | am | ess concerned with the
realms of the living than with the Land of the Dead, with Annuvin."

Taran shuddered at the word. Even Dall ben had spoken it in a whisper

"And with King Arawn, Lord of Annuvin," Dallben said. "Know this," he
continued quickly, "Annuvin is nore than a |land of death. It is a treasure
house, not only of gold and jewels but of all things of advantage to nen. Long
ago, the race of nen owned these treasures. By craft and deceit, Arawn stole
them one by one, for his own evil uses. Some few of the treasures have been
wrested fromhim though nost Iie hidden deep in Annuvin, where Arawn guards
them jeal ously."

"But Arawn did not becone ruler of Prydain," Taran said.

"You may be thankful he did not," said Dallben. "He would have rul ed had
it not been for the Children of Don, the sons of the Lady Don and her consort
Belin, King of the Sun. Long ago they voyaged to Prydain fromthe Sunmer
Country and found the land rich and fair, though the race of nen had little
for themsel ves. The Sons of Don built their stronghold at Caer Dathyl, far
north in the Eagle Mountains. Fromthere, they hel ped regain at least a
portion of what Arawn had stol en, and stood as guardi ans agai nst the |urking
threat of Annuvin."

"I hate to think what woul d have happened if the Sons of Don hadn't
Taran said. "It was a good destiny that brought them™

"I am not always sure," said Dallben, with a wy smle. "The nen of
Prydain came to rely on the strength of the House of Don as a child clings to
its mother. They do so even today. Math, the H gh King, is descended fromthe
House of Don. So is Prince Gwdion. But that is all by the way. Prydain has
been at peace--as nuch as nen can be peaceful --until now.

"What you do not know, " Dallben said, "is this: it has reached ny ears
that a new and m ghty warlord has risen, as powerful as Gwdion; sone say nore
powerful . But he is a man of evil for whomdeath is a black joy. He sports
with death as you might sport with a dog."

"Who is he?" cried Taran

Dal | ben shook his head. "No man knows his name, nor has any man seen his
face. He wears an antlered nask, and for this reason he is called the Horned

cone,

King. His purposes | do not know. | suspect the hand of Arawn, but in what
manner | cannot tell. | tell you now for your own protection," Dallben added.
"Fromwhat | saw this nmorning, your head is full of nonsense about feats of
arnms. \Whatever notions you may have, | advise you to forget theminmedi ately.

There i s unknown danger abroad. You are barely on the threshold of manhood,
and | have a certain responsibility to see that you reach it, preferably with
a whol e skin. So, you are not to | eave Caer Dall ben under any circunstances,
not even past the orchard, and certainly not into the forest--not for the tine
bei ng. "

"For the time being!" Taran burst out. "I think it will always be for
the tine being, and it will be vegetables and horseshoes all my lifel™

"Tut," said Dallben, "there are worse things. Do you set yourself to be
a glorious hero? Do you believe it is all flashing swords and gal | opi ng about
on horses? As for being glorious..."



"What of Prince Gwydion?" cried Taran. "Yes! | wish | might be like

him"

"I fear," Dallben said, "that is entirely out of the question."

"But why?" Taran sprang to his feet. "I knowif | had the chance..."

"Why?" Dall ben interrupted. "In sone cases,"” he said, "we |earn nore by
| ooking for the answer to a question and not finding it than we do from
| earning the answer itself. This is one of those cases. | could tell you why,
but at the nmonent it would only be nore confusing. If you grow up with any
ki nd of sense--which you sonetimes make ne doubt--you will very likely reach
your own concl usi ons.

"They will probably be wong," he added. "However, since they will be
yours, you will feel a little nore satisfied with them™

Taran sank back and sat, gl oomy and silent, on the bench. Dallben had
al ready begun neditating again. Hs chin gradually cane to rest on his
col l arbone; his beard floated around his ears |like a fog bank; and he began
snoring peaceful ly.

The spring scent of apple blossomdrifted through the open w ndow.
Beyond Dal | ben's chanber, Taran glinpsed the pale green fringe of forest. The
fields, ready to cultivate, would soon turn golden with sumrer. The Book of
Three lay closed on the table. Taran had never been allowed to read the vol une
for hinself; now he was sure it held nore than Dallben chose to tell him In
the sun-filled room wth Dallben still neditating and showi ng no sign of
stoppi ng, Taran rose and noved through the shimreri ng beans. Fromthe forest
canme the nonotonous tick of a beetle.

H s hands reached for the cover. Taran gasped in pain nmad snatched them
away. They smarted as if each of his fingers had been stung by hornets. He
j unped back, stunbl ed agai nst the bench, and dropped to the floor, where he
put his fingers woefully into his nouth.

Dal | ben's eyes blinked open. He peered at Taran and yawned slowy. "You
had better see Coll about a lotion for those hands,” he advised. "CQ herw se,
shouldn't be surprised if they blistered."

Fi ngers smarting, the shamefaced Taran hurried fromthe cottage and
found Coll near the vegetabl e garden.

"You have been at The Book of Three," Coll said. "That is not hard to
guess. Now you know better. Well, that is one of the three foundations of
| earning: see much, study nuch, suffer much." He led Taran to the stable where
nmedi ci nes for the livestock were kept, and poured a concoction over Taran's
fingers.

"What is the use of studying much when I'mto see nothing at all?" Taran
retorted. "I think there is a destiny laid on ne that | amnot to know
anything interesting, go anywhere interesting, or do anything interesting. |'m
certainly not to be anything. |I'm not anything even at Caer Dall ben!"

"Very well," said Coll, "if that is all that troubles you, | shall make
you sonething. Fromthis nmonent, you are Taran, Assistant Pig-Keeper. You
shall help nme take care of Hen Wen: see her trough is full, carry her water,
and give her a good scrubbing every other day."

"That's what | do now," Taran said bitterly. "All the better," said
Coll, "for it makes things that much easier. If you want to be sonmething with
a nane attached to it, | can't think of anything closer to hand. And it is not
every |l ad who can be assistant keeper to an oracul ar pig. Indeed, she is the
only oracular pig in Prydain, and the nost valuable."

"Val uabl e to Dall ben," Taran said. "She never tells ne anything."

"Did you think she woul d?" replied Coll. "Wth Hen Wen, you nust know
how to ask--here, what was that?" Coll shaded his eyes with his hand. A bl ack
buzzing cl oud streaked fromthe orchard, and bore on so rapidly and passed so
close to Coll's head that he had to | eap out of the way.

"The bees!" Taran shouted. "They're swarning!"

"It is not their time," cried Coll. "There is sonething am ss."

The cloud rose high toward the sun. An instant |ater Taran heard a | oud
cl ucki ng and squawki ng fromthe chicken run. He turned to see the five hens



and the rooster beating their wings. Before it occurred to himthey were
attenpting to fly, they, too, were aloft.

Taran and Coll raced to the chicken run, too late to catch the fow s.
Wth the rooster |eading, the chickens flapped awkwardly through the air and
di sappeared over the brow of a hill

Fromthe stable the pair of oxen bellowed and rolled their eyes in
terror.

Dal | ben's head poked out of the window He |ooked irritated. "It has
become absol utely inpossible for any kind of neditation whatsoever," he said,
with a severe glance at Taran. "I have warned you once..."

"Somet hing frightened the animals," Taran protested. "First the bees,
then the chickens flew off..."

Dal | ben's face turned grave. "l have been given no know edge of this,"
he said to Coll. "W nust ask Hen Wen about it inmediately, and we shall need
the letter sticks. Quickly, help ne find them"

Coll moved hastily to the cottage door. "WAatch Hen Wen closely," he
ordered Taran. "Do not |et her out of your sight."

Col | di sappeared inside the cottage to search for Hen Wn's letter
sticks, the long rods of ash wood carved with spells. Taran was both
frightened and excited. Dallben, he knew, would consult Hen Wn only on a
matter of greatest urgency. Wthin Taran's nenory, it had never happened
before. He hurried to the pen

Hen Wen usually slept until noon. Then, trotting daintily, despite her
size, she would nove to a shady comer of her enclosure and settle confortably
for the rest of the day. The white pig was continually grunting and chuckling
to hersel f, and whenever she saw Taran, she would raise her w de, cheeky face
so that he could scratch under her chin. But this tine, she paid no attention
to him Wheezing and whistling, Hen Wen was digging furiously in the soft
earth at the far side of the pen, burrowing so rapidly she would soon be out.

Taran shouted at her, but the clods continued flying at a great rate. He
swung hi msel f over the fence. The oracul ar pig stopped and gl anced around. As
Taran approached the hole, already sizable, Hen Wen hurried to the opposite
side of the pen and started a new excavati on

Taran was strong and | ong-1egged, but, to his dismy, he saw that Hen
Wen noved faster than he. As soon as he chased her fromthe second hole, she
turned quickly on her short legs and made for the first. Both, by now, were
bi g enough for her head and shoul ders.

Taran frantically began scraping earth back into the burrow. Hen Wen dug
faster than a badger, her hind legs planted firmy, her front |egs plow ng
ahead. Taran despaired of stopping her. He scranbl ed back over the rails and
junped to the spot where Hen Wen was about to energe, planning to seize her
and hang on until Dallben and Coll arrived. He underestimated Hen Wen's speed
and strength.

In an explosion of dirt and pebbles, the pig burst fromunder the fence,
heaving Taran into the air. He |landed with the wi nd knocked out of him Hen
Wen raced across the field and into the woods.

Taran foll owed. Ahead, the forest rose up dark and threatening. He took
a breath and plunged after her

Chapter 2
The Mask of the King

Hen Wen had vani shed. Ahead, Taran heard a thrashing anong the | eaves.
The pig, he was sure, was keeping out of sight in the bushes. Follow ng the
sound, he ran forward. After a tine the ground rose sharply, forcing himto
cl anmber on hands and knees up a wooded sl ope. At the crest the forest broke
of f before a meadow. Taran caught a glinpse of Hen Wen dashing into the waving



grass. Once across the neadow, she di sappeared beyond a stand of trees.

Taran hurried after her. This was farther than he had ever dared
venture, but he struggled on through the heavy undergrowth. Soon, a fairly
wi de trail opened, allow ng himto quicken his pace. Hen Wen had either
st opped running or had outdi stanced him He heard nothing but his own
f oot st eps.

He followed the trail for some while, intending to use it as a | andmark
on the way back, although it tw sted and branched off so frequently he was not
at all certain in which direction Caer Dall ben |ay.

In the meadow Taran had been flushed and perspiring. Now he shivered in
the silence of oaks and el ns. The woods here were not thick, but shadows
drenched the high tree trunks and the sun broke through only in jagged
streaks. A danp green scent filled the air. No bird called; no squirre
chattered. The forest seemed to be holding its breath.

Yet there was, beneath the silence, a groaning restlessness and a
trenbling anong the | eaves. The branches tw sted and grated agai nst each ot her
i ke broken teeth. The path wavered under Taran's feet, and he felt
desperately cold. He flung his arns around hinmself and noved nmore quickly to
shake off the chill. He was, he realized, running ainlessly; he could not keep
his mnd on the forks and turns of the path.

He halted suddenly. Hoofbeats thudded in front of him The forest shook
as they grew | ouder. In another monent a black horse burst into view

Taran fell back, terrified. Astride the foamspattered animal rode a
nmonstrous figure. A crimson cloak flaned fromhis naked shoul ders. Crinson
stained his gigantic arnms. Horror-stricken, Taran saw not the head of a man
but the antlered head of a stag.

The Horned King! Taran flung hinself against an oak to escape the flying
hoofs and the heaving, glistening flanks. Horse and rider swept by. The nask
was a human skull; fromit, the great antlers rose in cruel curves. The Horned
King's eyes bl azed behi nd the gapi ng sockets of whitened bone.

Many horseren galloped in his train. The Horned King uttered the |ong
cry of a wild beast, and his riders took it up as they streaned after him One
of them an ugly, grinning warrior, caught sight of Taran. He turned his nount
and drew a sword. Taran sprang fromthe tree and plunged into the underbrush.
The bl ade followed, hissing |ike an adder. Taran felt it sting across his
back.

He ran blindly, while saplings whipped his face and hi dden rocks jutted
out to pitch himforward and stab at his knees. Were the woods thinned, Taran
clattered along a dry streambed until, exhausted, he stunbled and hel d out
hi s hands agai nst the whirling ground.

The sun had al ready di pped westward when Taran opened his eyes. He was
lying on a stretch of turf with a cloak thrown over him One shoul der smarted
painfully. A man knelt beside him Nearby, a white horse cropped the grass.

Still dazed, fearful the riders had overtaken him Taran started up. The man
hel d out a fl ask.
"Drink," he said. "Your strength will return in a nonment."

The stranger had the shaggy, gray-streaked hair of a wolf. His eyes were
deep-set, flecked with green. Sun and wind had | eathered his broad face, burnt
it dark and grained it with fine lines. H's cl oak was coarse and
travel -stained. A wide belt with an intricately wought buckle circled his
wai st .

"Drink," the stranger said again, while Taran took the flask dubi ously.
"You | ook as though I were trying to poison you." He smiled. "It is not thus
that Gwdion Son of Don deals with a wounded..."

"Gwdi on!'" Taran choked on the liquid and stunbled to his' feet. "You
are not Gwdion!" he cried. "I know of him He is a great war |eader, a herol!
He is not..." His eyes fell on the long sword at the stranger's belt. The
gol den pormmel was snooth and rounded, its color deliberately nuted; ash |eaves
of pale gold entwined at the hilt, and a pattern of |eaves covered the



scabbard. It was truly the weapon of a prince.

Taran dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "Lord Gwdion," he said,
"I did not intend insolence.'' As Gwdion helped himrise, Taran still stared
in disbelief at the sinple attire and the worn, lined face. Fromall Dall ben
had told himof this glorious hero, fromall he had pictured to hinself--Taran
bit his lips.

Gwdi on caught Taran's | ook of disappointment. "It is not the trappings
that make the prince," he said gently, "nor, indeed, the sword that nakes the
warrior. Cone," he ordered, "tell me your name and what happened to you. And
do not ask me to believe you got a sword wound pi cki ng gooseberries or
poachi ng hares."

"I saw the Horned King!" Taran burst out. "His nen ride the forest; one
of themtried to kill me. | saw the Homed King hinmself! It was horrible, worse
than Dal |l ben told ne!"

Gwdion's eyes narrowed. "Wo are you?" he demanded. "Who are you to
speak of Dall ben?"

"I am Taran of Caer Dall ben," Taran answered, trying to appear bold but
succeeding only in turning paler than a mushroom

"OfF Caer Dall ben?" Gwdion paused an instant and gave Taran a strange
gl ance. "What are you doing so far fromthere? Does Dall ben know you are in
the forest? Is Coll with you?"

Taran's jaw dropped and he | ooked so thunderstruck that Gaydion threw
back his head and burst into |aughter.

"You need not be so surprised," Gwdion said. "I know Coll and Dall ben
well. And they are too wise to |let you wander here al one. Have you run off,
then? | warn you; Dallben is not one to be di sobeyed."

"It was Hen Wen," Taran protested. "I should have known | couldn't hold
on to her. Now she's gone, and it's ny fault. |'m Assistant Pig-Keeper..."

"Gone?" OGwdion's face tightened. "Were? Wat has happened to her?"

"l don't know," Taran cried. "She's sonmewhere in the forest." As he
poured out an account of the norning's events, Gwdion listened intently.

"I had not foreseen this," Gwdion nmurmured, when Taran had fi ni shed.
"My mssion fails if she is not found quickly." He turned abruptly to Taran.
"Yes,"' he said, "I, too, seek Hen Wén."

"You?" cried Taran. "You cane this far...

"I need information she al one possesses,"” Gwdion said quickly. "I have
journeyed a nmonth from Caer Dathyl to get it. | have been foll owed, spied on,
hunted. And now, " he added with a bitter laugh, "she has run off. Very well.
She will be found. | must discover all she knows of the Horned King." Gwydion
hesitated. "I fear he hinself searches for her even now.

"It must be so," he continued. "Hen Wen sensed hi m near Caer Dallben and
fled in terror..."

"Then we should stop him" Taran declared. "Attack him strike hi mdown!
Gve me a sword and | will stand with you!"

"CGently, gently," chided Gwdion. "I do not say my life is worth nore
than another man's, but | prize it highly. Do you think a | one warrior and one
Assi stant Pi g- Keeper dare attack the Horned King and his war band?"

Taran drew hinself up. "I would not fear him™"
"No?" said Gwdion. "Then you are a fool. He is the man nost to be
dreaded in all Prydain. WIIl you hear sonmething | |earned during ny journey,

somet hi ng even Dal | ben nay not yet realize?"

Gwdion knelt on the turf. "Do you know the craft of weaving? Thread by
thread, the pattern forms." As he spoke, he plucked at the |ong bl ades of
grass, knotting themto forma nesh.

"That is cleverly done," said Taran, watching Gwdion's rapidly nmoving
fingers. "May | look at it?"

"There is a nore serious weaving," said Gwdion, slipping the net into
his own jacket. "You have seen one thread of a pattern |oomed in Annuvin.

"Arawn does not |ong abandon Annuvin," Gmaydi on continued, "but his hand
reaches everywhere. There are chieftains whose |ust for power goads themlike



a sword point. To certain of them Arawn prom ses wealth and dom nion, playing
on their greed as a bard plays on a harp. Arawn's corruption burns every human
feeling fromtheir hearts and they become his |iegenen, serving himbeyond the
borders of Annuvin and bound to himforever."

"And t he Horned King...?"

Gwdi on nodded. "Yes. | know beyond question that he has sworn his
all egiance to Arawn. He is Arawn's avowed chanpi on. Once again, the power of
Annuvi n threatens Prydain."

Taran could only stare, speechless.

Gwdion turned to him "Wen the time is ripe, the Horned King and
will neet. And one of us will die. That is ny oath. But his purpose is dark
and unknown, and | nust learn it fromHen Wen."

"She can't be far," Taran cried. "I'll show you where she di sappear ed.
think I can find the place. It was just before the Horned King..."

Gwdi on gave hima hard smle. "Do you have the eyes of an ow, to find
atrail at nightfall? W sleep here and | shall be off at first light. Wth
good luck, | may have her back before..."

"What of nme?" Taran interrupted. "Hen Wen is in nmy charge. | let her
escape and it is | who nust find her."
"The task counts nore than the one who does it," said Gwdion. "I wll

not be hindered by an Assistant Pig-Keeper, who seens eager to bring hinself
to grief." He stopped short and | ooked wyly at Taran. "On second thought, it
appears | will. If the Horned King rides toward Caer Dallben, | cannot send
you back alone and | dare not go with you and | ose a day's tracking. You
cannot stay in this forest by yourself. Unless |I find some way..."

"I swear | will not hinder you," cried Taran. "Let me go with you.
Dal | ben and Coll will see | can do what | set out to do!"
"Have | another choice?" asked Gwdion. "It would seem Taran of Caer

Dal | ben, we follow the sanme path. For a little while at least."

The white horse trotted up and nuzzl ed Gwdi on's hand. "Melyngar remn nds
me it is time for food," Gwdion said. He unpacked provisions fromthe
saddl ebags. "Make no fire tonight," he warned. "The Horned King's outriders
may be close at hand."

Taran swal |l owed a hurried meal. Excitenent robbed himof appetite and he
was inpatient for dawmn. H's wound had stiffened so that he could not settle
hi nsel f on the roots and pebbles. It had never occurred to himuntil now that
a hero woul d sl eep on the ground.

Gwdi on, watchful, sat with his knees drawn up, his back agai nst an
enornous elm In the I owering dusk Taran could barely distinguish the man from
the tree; and could have wal ked within a pace of himbefore realizing he was
any nore than a splotch of shadow. Gwydion had sunk into the forest itself;
only his green-fl ecked eyes shone in the reflection of the newy risen noon.

Gwdion was silent and thoughtful for a long while. "So you are Taran of
Caer Dallben," he said at last. H's voice fromthe shadows was qui et but
urgent. "How | ong have you been with Dall ben? Wio are your Kkinsmen?"

Taran, hunched against a tree root, pulled his cloak closer about his

shoul ders. "I have always |ived at Caer Dallben," he said. "I don't think
have any kinsnen. | don't know who ny parents were. Dall ben has never told ne.
| suppose,” he added, turning his face away, "I don't even know who I am™

"In a way," answered OGwdion, "that is sonmething we rmust all discover
for ourselves. Qur neeting was fortunate,” he went on. "Thanks to you, | know
a~ little nore than I did, and you have spared ne a wasted journey to Caer
Dal | ben. It makes me wonder," Gmydion went on, with a | augh that was not
unkind, "is there a destiny laid on nme that an Assistant Pi g-Keeper should
help ne in my quest?" He hesitated. "Or," he nused, "is it perhaps the other
way around?"

"What do you nean?" Taran asked.

"I amnot sure," said Gwdion. "It makes no difference. Sl eep now, for
we rise early tonorrow "



Chapter 3
Qur gi

By the time Taran woke, Gwydi on had al ready saddl ed Mel yngar. The cl oak
Taran had slept in was danp with dew. Every joint ached fromhis night on the
hard ground. Wth Gwdion's urging, Taran stunbled toward the horse, a white
blur in the gray-pi nk dawn. Gwdion haul ed Taran into the saddl e behind him
spoke a qui et command, and the white steed noved quickly into the rising mst.

Gwdi on was seeking the spot where Taran had | ast seen Hen Wen. But | ong
before they had reached it, he reined up Melyngar and di smounted. As Taran
wat ched, Gmydi on knelt and sighted along the turf.

"Luck is with us,"” he said. "I think we have struck her trail." Gaydion
pointed to a faint circle of tranpled grass. "Here she slept, and not too |ong
ago." He strode a few paces forward, scanning every broken twi g and bl ade of
grass.

Despite Taran's di sappointrment at finding the Lord Gwdi on dressed in a
coarse jacket and nud-spattered boots, he followed the nman with grow ng
adm ration. Nothing, Taran saw, escaped Gwdion's 32 eyes. Like a lean, gray
wol f, he moved silently and easily. Alittle way on, Gwdion stopped, raised
hi s shaggy head and narrowed his eyes toward a distant ridge.

"The trail is not clear," he said, frowming. "I can only guess she m ght
have gone down the slope."

"Wth all the forest to run in," Taran queried, "how can we begin to
search? She ni ght have gone anywhere in Prydain."

"Not quite," answered Gwdion. "I may not know where she went, but | can
be sure where she did not go." He pulled a hunting knife fromhis belt. "Here,
I will show you."

Gwdion knelt and quickly traced lines in the earth. "These are the

Eagl e Mountains,” he said, with a touch of longing in his voice, "in nmy own
land of the north. Here, Great Avren flows. See how it turns west before it
reaches the sea. W may have to cross it before our search ends. And this is
the River Ystrad. Its valley |leads north to Caer Dathyl.

"But see here," Gwydion went on, pointing to the left of the Iine he had
drawn for the River Ystrad, "here is Munt Dragon and the domain of Arawn. Hen
Wen woul d shun this above all. She was too long a captive in Annuvin; she
woul d never venture near it."

"Was Hen in Annuvin?" Taran asked with surprise. "But how .."

"Long ago," Gwdion said, "Hen Wen |lived anong the race of men. She
bel onged to a farmer who had no idea at all of her powers. And so she m ght
have spent her days as any ordinary pig. But Arawn knew her to be far from
ordi nary, and of such value that he hinmself rode out of Annuvin and seized
her. What dire things happened while she was prisoner of Arawn--it is better
not to speak of them"

"Poor Hen," Taran said, "it nust have been terrible for her. But how did
she escape?"

"She did not escape," said Gwdion. "She was rescued. A warrior went
alone into the depths of Annuvin and brought her back safely.”

"That was a brave deed!" Taran cried. "I wish that I..."

"The bards of the north still sing of it," Gwdion said. "H s nanme shal
never be forgotten."

"Who was it?" Taran demanded

Gwdi on | ooked closely at him "Do you not know?" he asked. "Dallben has

negl ected your education. It was Coll," he said. "Coll Son of Collfrew."
"Coll!" Taran cried. "Not the sane..."
"The sane," said Gwdion.
"But... but..." Taran stamered. "Coll? A hero? But... he's so bald!"

Gwdi on | aughed and shook his head. "Assistant Pig-Keeper," he said,
"you have curious notions about heroes. | have never known courage to be



judged by the length of a man's hair. O, for the matter of that, whether he
has any hair at all."

Crestfallen, Taran peered at Gwdion's map and said no nore.

"Here," continued Gwdion, "not far fromAnnuvin, lies Spiral Castle.
This, too, Hen Wen would avoid at all cost. It is the abode of Queen Achren
She is as dangerous as Arawn hinself; as evil as she is beautiful. But there
are secrets concerning Achren which are better left untold.

"I amsure," Gwdion went on, "Hen Wn will not go toward Annuvin or
Spiral Castle. Fromwhat little | can see, she has run strai ght ahead. Quickly
now, we shall try to pick up her trail."

Gwdion turned Melyngar toward the ridge. As they reached the bottom of
the slope, Taran heard the waters of Great Avren rushing like wind in a sunmer
storm

"W nust go again on foot," Gwdion said. "Her tracks may show somewhere
al ong here, so we had best nove slowy and carefully. Stay close behind ne,"
he ordered. "If you start dashing ahead--and you seemto have that
tendency--you will tranple out any signs she m ght have left."

Taran obediently wal ked a few paces behind. Gwdi on nade no nore sound
than the shadow of a bird. Melyngar herself stepped quietly; hardly a twig
snapped under her hoofs. Try as he would, Taran could not go as silently. The
nore careful he attenpted to be, the |ouder the | eaves rattled and crackl ed.
Wherever he put his foot, there seened to be a hole or spiteful branch to trip
hi m up. Even Melyngar turned and gave hima reproachful | ook

Taran grew so absorbed in not nmaking noise that he soon |agged far
behi nd Gwdi on. On the slope, Taran believed he could make out something round
and white. He yearned to be the first to find Hen Wn and he turned asi de,
cl anbered t hrough the weeds--to di scover nothing nore than a boul der

Di sappoi nted, Taran hastened to catch up with Gwdi on. Overhead, the
branches rustled. As he stopped and | ooked up, sonething fell heavily to the
ground behind him Two hairy and powerful hands | ocked around his throat.

What ever had sei zed hi m made bar ki ng and snorting noi ses. Taran forced
out a cry for help. He struggled with his unseen opponent, twi sting, flailing
his legs, and throwi ng hinmself fromone side to the other

Suddenly he coul d breathe again. A shape sailed over his head and
crashed against a tree trunk. Taran dropped to the ground and began rubbing
hi s neck. Gwdi on stood beside him Sprawl ed under the tree was the strangest
creature Taran had ever seen. He could not be sure whether it was ani mal or
human.

He decided it was both. Its hair was so matted and covered with | eaves
that it looked Iike an ow's nest in need of housecleaning. It had | ong,
skinny, woolly arns, and a pair of feet as flexible and griny as its hands.

Gwdi on was watching the creature with a | ook of severity and annoyance
"So it is you," he said. "I ordered you not to hinder me or anyone under ny
protection.”

At this, the creature set up a |loud and piteous whining, rolled his
eyes, and beat the ground with his pal ns.

"It is only Gurgi," Gwdion said. "He is always |urking about one place
or another. He is not half as ferocious as he | ooks, not a quarter as fierce
as he should like to be, and nmore a nui sance than anything el se. Sonehow, he
manages to see nost of what happens, and he might be able to help us."

Taran had just begun to catch his breath. He was covered with Qurgi's
shedding hair, in addition to the distressing odor of a wet wol f hound.

"O mghty prince," the creature wailed, "Gurgi is sorry; and now he will
be smacked on his poor, tender head by the strong hands of this great |ord,
wi th fearsone smackings. Yes, yes, that is always the way of it wi th poor
Qurgi. But what honor to be smacked by the greatest of warriors!™

"I have no intention of smacking your poor, tender head,"” said Gwdion
"But | may change ny mind if you do not |eave off that whining and sniveling."

"Yes, powerful lord!" Gurgi cried. "See how he obeys rapidly and
instantly!" He began craw i ng about on hands and knees with great agility. Had



Qurgi owned a tail, Taran was sure he woul d have wagged it frantically.

"Then," Q@urgi pleaded, "the two strengthful heroes will give Gurg
something to eat? Onh, joyous crunchings and nunchi ngs!"

"Afterward," said Gwdion. "Wen you have answered our questions."

"Ch, afterward!" cried Gurgi. "Poor GQurgi can wait, long, long for his
crunchi ngs and nunchi ngs. Many years from now, when the great princes revel in
their halls--what feastings--they will renenber hungry, wetched Gurgi waiting
for them™

"How | ong you wait for your crunchings and munchi ngs," Gwmydion said,
"depends on how quickly you tell us what we want to know. Have you Seen a
white pig this norning?"

A crafty |l ook gleamed in GQurgi's close-set little eyes. "For the seeking
of a piggy, there are many great lords in the forest, riding with frightening
shouts. They woul d not be cruel to starving Gurgi--oh, no--they would feed
him.."

"They woul d have your head off your shoul ders before you could think
twi ce about it," Gwdion said. "Did one of themwear an antlered mask?"

"Yes, yes!" Qurgi cried. "The great horns! You will save mserable Gurg
fromhurtful choppings!" He set up a | ong and dreadful how ing.

"I amlosing patience with you," warned Gwdi on. "Were is the pig?"

"Qurgi hears these mighty riders,” the creature went on. "Ch, yes, with
careful listenings fromthe trees. Qurgi is so quiet and clever, and no one
cares about him But he listens! These great warriors say they have gone to a
certain place, but great fire turns them away. They are not pleased, and they
still seek a piggy with outcries and horses.”

"Qurgi," said Gwdion firmy, "where is the pig?"

"The piggy? Ch, terrible hunger pinches! Gurgi cannot remenber. Was
there a piggy? Qurgi is fainting and falling into the bushes, his poor, tender
head is full of air fromhis enpty belly."

Taran could no | onger control his inpatience "Wiere is Hen Wen, you
silly, hairy thing?" he burst out. "Tell us straight off! After the way you
junped on ne, you deserve to have your head smacked."

Wth a moan, Qurgi rolled over on his back and covered his face with his
ar s.

Gwdion turned severely to Taran. "Had you followed ny orders, you would
not have been junped on. Leave himto me. Do not make himany nore frightened
than he is.” Gwdion | ooked down at Gurgi. "Very well," he asked calnly,
"where is she?"

"Ch, fearful wath!" @urgi snuffled, "a piggy has gone across the water
wi th swi nmi ngs and spl ashings.'' He sat upright and waved a woolly armtoward
G eat Avren.

"If you are lying to ne," said Gwdion, "I shall soon find out. Then
will surely cone back with wath."

"Crunchi ngs and munchi ngs now, mghty prince?" asked @Qurgi in a high,
tiny whinper.

"As | prom sed you," said Gwdion.

"Qurgi wants the smaller one for munchings,"” said the creature, with a
beady gl ance at Taran.

"No, you do not," Owdion said. "He is an Assistant Pig-Keeper and he
woul d di sagree with you violently." He unbuckled a saddl ebag and pulled out a
few strips of dried neat, which he tossed to GQurgi. "Be off now Renenber,
want no m schief fromyou."

@Qurgi snatched the food, thrust it between his teeth, and scuttled up a
tree trunk, leaping fromtree to tree until he was out of sight.

"What a di sgusting beast," said Taran. "Wat a nasty, vicious..."

"Ch, he is not bad at heart,"” Gwdion answered. "He would | ove to be
wi cked and terrifying, though he cannot quite nanage it. He feels so sorry for
hinself that it is hard not to be angry with him But there is no use in doing
so. "

"Was he telling the truth about Hen Wen?" asked Taran



"I think he was," Gwdion said. "It is as | feared. The Horned Ki ng has
ridden to Caer Dall ben."

"He burned it!" Taran cried. Until now, he had paid little mind to his
hone. The thought of the white cottage in flanes, his menory of Dallben's
beard, and the heroic Coll's bald head touched himall at once. "Dallben and
Coll are in peril!"

"Surely not," said Gwdion. "Dallben is an old fox. A beetle could not

creep into Caer Dallben w thout his knowl edge. No, | amcertain the fire was
somet hing Dal | ben arranged for unexpected visitors.

"Hen Wen is the one in greatest peril. Qur quest grows ever nore
urgent," Gwdion hastily continued. "The Horned King knows she is mssing. He
wi Il pursue her."

"Then," Taran cried, "we mnmust find her before he does!"
"Assi stant Pi g- Keeper," said Gwdion, "that has been, so far, your only
sensi bl e suggestion.”

Chapter 4
The Gmwyt haints

Mel yngar bore themsw ftly through the fringe of trees lining G eat
Avren's sl opi ng banks. They di smounted and hurried on foot in the direction
Qurgi had indicated. Near a jagged rock, Gwdion halted and gave a cry of
triunmph. In a patch of clay, Hen Wn's tracks showed as plainly as if they had
been carved.

"Good for @urgi!" exclainmed Gwdion. "I hope he enjoys his crunchings
and nmunchi ngs! Had | known he woul d guide us so well, | would have given him
an extra share.

"Yes, she crossed here,” he went on, "and we shall do the sane."”

Gwdion |l ed Melyngar forward. The air had suddenly grown cold and heavy.
The restless Avren ran gray, slashed with white streaks. Cutching Melyngar's
saddl e horn, Taran stepped gingerly fromthe bank

Gwdion strode directly into the water. Taran, thinking it easier to get
wet a little at a time, hung back as much as he coul d--until Melyngar |unged
ahead, carrying himwth her. H s feet sought the river bottom he stunbled
and spl ashed, while icy waves swirled up to his neck. The current grew
stronger, coiling like a gray serpent about Taran's |egs. The bottom dropped
away sharply; Taran lost his footing and found hinmsel f wildly dancing over
not hing, as the river seized himgreedily.

Mel yngar began to swim her strong | egs keeping her afloat and in
nmotion, but the current swung her around; she collided with Taran and forced
hi m under the water.

"Let go the saddle!" Gwydi on shouted above the torrent. "Swi mcl ear of

her!"

Water fl ooded Taran's ears and nostrils. Wth every gasp, the river
poured into his lungs. Gwdion struck out after him soon overtook him seized
himby the hair, and drew himtoward the shall ows. He heaved the dri pping,
coughi ng Taran onto the bank. Melyngar, reaching shore a little farther
upstream trotted down to join them

Gwdi on | ooked sharply at Taran. "I told you to swmclear. Are al
Assi stant Pi g- Keepers deaf as well as stubborn?"

"I don't know how to swim" Taran cried, his teeth chattering violently.

"Then why did you not say so before we started across?" Gwydi on asked
angrily.

"I was sure | could learn," Taran protested, "as soon as | canme to do
it. If Melyngar hadn't sat on ne..."

"You must learn to answer for your own folly," said Gwdion. "As for
Mel yngar, she is wi ser now than you can ever hope to becone, even should you
live to be a man--which seens nore and nore unlikely."



Gwdion swung into the saddl e and pulled up the soaked, bedraggl ed
Taran. Melyngar's hoofs clicked over the stones. Taran, snuffling and
shivering, |ooked toward the waiting hills. Hi gh against the blue, three
wi nged shapes wheel ed and gl i ded.

Gwdi on, whose eyes were everywhere at once, caught sight of them
i nstantly.

"Gwthaints!" he cried, and turned Melyngar sharply to the right. The
abrupt change of direction and Mel yngar's heavi ng burst of speed threw Taran
of f balance. His legs flew up and he I anded flat on the pebbl e-strewn bank.

Gwdion reined in Melyngar inmrediately. Wiile Taran struggled to his
feet, Gwdion seized himlike a sack of nmeal and hauled himto Ml yngar's
back. The gwythaints which, at a distance, had seemed no nore than dry | eaves
in the wind, grew |larger and | arger, as they plunged toward horse and riders.
Downwar d t hey swooped, their great black wings driving themever faster.

Mel yngar clattered up the river bank. The gwythaints screamed above. At the
line of trees, Gwdion thrust Taran fromthe saddl e and | eaped down. Draggi ng
hi m al ong, OGaydi on dropped to the earth under an oak tree's spreadi ng
branches.

The glittering wings beat against the foliage. Taran glinpsed curving
beaks and talons nercil ess as daggers. He cried out in terror and hid his
face, as the gwythaints veered off and swooped again. The | eaves rattled in
t heir Wake. The creatures swung upward, hung poi sed agai nst the sky for an
instant, then clinbed swiftly and sped westward.

Whi te-faced and trenbling, Taran ventured to raise his head. Gaydi on
strode to the river bank and stood watching the gwythaints' flight. Taran nmade
his way to his companion's side

"I had hoped this would not happen,” Gwdion said. H s face was dark and
grave. "Thus far, | have been able to avoid them"

Taran said nothing. He had clunsily fallen off Melyngar at the nonent
when speed counted nost; at the oak, he had behaved like a child. He waited
for Gwdion's reprimand, but the warrior's green eyes followed the dark
specks.

"Sooner or later they would have found us," Gwdion said. "They are
Arawn's spies and nmessengers, the Eyes of Annuvin, they are called. No one
stays long hidden fromthem W are lucky they were only scouting and not on a
bl ood hunt." He turned away as the gwythaints at |ast di sappeared. "Now they
fly to their iron cages in Annuvin," he said. "Arawn hinmself wll have news of
us before this day ends. He will not be idle."

"I'f only they hadn't seen us," Taran npaned.

"There is no use regretting what has happened," said Gwdi on, as they
set out again. "One way or another, Arawn would have | earned of us. | have no
doubt he knew the nonent | rode from Caer Dathyl. The gwythaints are not his
only servants."

"I think they nmust be the worst,"'
keep up wi th Gaydi on.

"Far fromit," Gwdion said. "The errand of the gwthaints is less to
kill than to bring information. For generations they have been trained in
this. Arawn understands their | anguage and they are in his power fromthe
nmonent they | eave the egg. Nevertheless, they are creatures of flesh and bl ood
and a sword can answer them

"There are others to whom a sword neans not hing," Gwydi on said. "Anobng
them the Caul dron-Born, who serve Arawn as warriors."

"Are they not men?" Taran asked.

"They were, once," replied Gwdion. "They are the dead whose bodies
Arawn steals fromtheir resting places in the long barrows. It is said he
steeps themin a cauldron to give themlife again--if it can be called life.

Li ke death, they are forever silent; and their only thought is to bring others
to the sane bondage.

"Arawn keeps themas his guards in Annuvin, for their power wanes the
| onger and farther they be fromtheir master. Yet fromtime to tinme Arawn

sai d Taran, quickening his pace to



sends certain of them outside Annuvin to performhis nmost ruthless tasks.

"These Cauldron-Born are utterly without mercy or pity," Gwdion
continued, "for Arawn has worked still greater evil upon them He has
destroyed their remenbrance of thenselves as |iving nen. They have no nmenory
of tears or |aughter, of sorrow or |oving kindness. Arong all Arawn's deeds,
this is one of the cruelest.”

After much searchi ng, Gwdion di scovered Hen Wn's tracks once nore.
They led over a barren field, then to a shall ow ravine.

"Here they stop," he said, frowning. "Even on stony ground there should
be sone trace, but | can see nothing."

Slow y and pai nstakingly he quartered the |and on either side of the
ravi ne. The weary and di scouraged Taran could barely force hinself to put one
foot in front of the other, and was glad the dusk obliged Gwdion to halt.

Gwdion tethered Melyngar in a thicket. Taran sank to the ground and
rested his head in his hands.

"She has di sappeared too conpletely,” said Gwdion, bringing provisions
fromthe saddl ebag.

"Many things could have happened. Tine is too short to ponder each one."

"What can we do, then?" Taran asked fearfully. "lIs there no way to find
her ?"

"The surest search is not always the shortest," said Gwdion, "and we
may need the hel p of other hands before it is done. There is an ancient
dweller in the foothills of Eagle Mountains. Hs name is Medwyn, and it is
sai d he understands the hearts and ways of every creature in Prydain. He, if
anyone, should know where Hen Wen may be hiding."

"I'f we could find him" Taran began

"You are right in saying '"if,"'" Gwdion answered. "l have never seen
him Qhers have sought himand failed. W should have only faint hope. But
that is better than none at all."

A wind had risen, whispering anong the black clusters of trees. Froma
di stance cane the | onely baying of hounds. Gwdion sat upright, tense as a
bowst ri ng.

"I's it the Horned King?" cried Taran. "Has he followed us this closely?"

Gwdi on shook his head. "No hounds bell Iike those, save the pack of
Gwn the Hunter. And so," he nused, "Gwn, too, rides abroad."

"Anot her of Arawn's servants?" asked Taran, his voice betraying his
anxi ety.

"Gwn owes allegiance to a | ord unknown even to nme," Gwydi on answered
"and one perhaps greater than Arawn. Gwn the Hunter rides alone with his
dogs, and where he rides, slaughter follows. He has foreknow edge of death and
battle, and watches fromafar, marking the fall of warriors.™

Above the cry of the pack rose the long, clear notes of a hunting horn
Fl ung across the sky, the sound pierced Taran's breast |ike a cold bl ade of
terror. Yet, unlike the nusic itself, the echoes fromthe hills sang | ess of
fear than of grief. Fading, they sighed that sunlight and birds, bright
nmorni ngs, warmfires, food and drink, friendship, and all good things had been
| ost beyond recovery. Gwdion laid a firmhand on Taran's brow.

"Gwn's music is a warning," Gwdion said. "Take it as a warning, for
what ever profit that know edge may be. But do not |isten overnuch to the
echoes. O hers have done so, and have wandered hopel ess ever since."

A whi nny from Mel yngar broke Taran's sleep. As Gwdion rose and went to
her, Taran glinpsed a shadow dart behind a bush. He sat up quickly. Gwydion's
back was turned. In the bright nmoonlight the shadow noved agai n. Choki ng back
his fear, Taran leaped to his feet and plunged into the undergrowth. Thorns
tore at him He |anded on sonething that grappled frantically. He |lashed out,
seized what felt |ike someone's head, and an unmi stakabl e odor of wet
wol f hound assail ed his nose.

"Qurgi!" Taran cried furiously. "You sneaking..
into an awkward ball as Taran began shaki ng him

The creature curl ed



"Enough, enough!" Gaydion called. "Do not frighten the wits out of the

poor thing!"

"Save your own life next time!" Taran retorted angrily to Gwydion, while
@Qurgi began howing at the top of his voice. "I should have known a great war
| eader needs no hel p froman Assistant Pig-Keeper!"

"Unli ke Assistant Pig-Keepers," OGwdion said gently, "I scorn the help
of no man. And you shoul d know better than to junp into thorn bushes w thout
first making sure what you will find. Save your anger for a better purpose..."

He hesitated and | ooked carefully at Taran. "Wy, | believe you did think mny
life was in danger."

"I'f I had known it was only that stupid, silly Gurgi..."

"The fact is, you did not," Gwdion said. "So | shall take the intention
for the deed. You may be nmany other things, Taran of Caer Dallben, but | see
you are no coward. | offer you ny thanks," he added, bow ng deeply.

"And what of poor Qurgi ?" how ed the creature. "No thanks for him-oh,
no--only smacki ngs by great lords! Not even a small munching for hel ping find
a piggy!"”

"We didn't find any piggy," Taran replied angrily. "And if you ask ne,
you know too nmuch about the Horned King. | wouldn't be surprised if you'd gone
and told him.."

"No, no! The lord of the great horns pursues w se, miserable GQurgi with
| eapi ng and gal l oping. Gurgi fears terrible snmacki ngs and whacki ngs. He
follows kindly and mighty protectors. Faithful Gurgi will not |eave them
never!"

"And what of the Horned King?" Gwdi on asked quickly.

"Ch, very angry," whined Gurgi. "Wcked lords ride with munblings and
grunbl i ngs because they cannot find a piggy."

"Where are they now?" asked Gaydi on

"Not far. They cross water, but only clever, unthanked Gurgi knows
where. And they light fires with fearsone bl azings."

"Can you |l ead us to then?" Gwdion asked. "I would learn their plans."

Qur gi whi npered questioningly. "Crunchings and nunchi ngs?"

"I knew he would get around to that," said Taran

Gwdi on saddl ed Mel yngar and, clinging to the shadows, they set out
across the nmoonlit hills. GQurgi |led the way, |oping ahead, bent forward, his
| ong arns dangling. They crossed one deep valley, then another, before CGurg
halted on a ridge. Below, the wide plain blazed with torches and Taran saw a
great ring of flanes.

"Crunchi ngs and munchi ngs now?" Qurgi suggest ed.

Di sregarding him Gwdion notioned for themall to descend the slope.
There was little need for silence. A deep, hollow drumm ng throbbed over the
crowded pl ain. Horses whickered; there came the shouts of nen and the cl ank of
weapons. Gwydi on crouched in the bracken, watching intently. Around the fiery
circle, warriors on high stilts beat uprai sed swords agai nst their shields.

"What are those men?" Taran whi spered. "And the w cker baskets hangi ng
fromthe posts?"

"They are the Proud Wal kers," Gwdion answered, "in a dance of battle,
an ancient rite of war fromthe days when nen were no nore than savages. The
basket s- - anot her anci ent custom best forgotten

"But | ook there!" Gaydion cried suddenly. "The Horned King! And there,"
he excl ai med, pointing to the colums of horsemen, "l see the banners of the
Cantrev Rheged! The banners of Dau G eddyn and of Mawr! All the cantrevs of
the south! Yes, now | understand!"

Bef ore Gwydion coul d speak again, the Horned King, bearing a torch, rode
to the wicker baskets and thrust the fire into them Flanes seized the osier
cages; billows of foul snoke rose skyward. The warriors clashed their shields
and shouted together with one voice. Fromthe baskets rose the agonized
screans of men. Taran gasped and turned away.

"W have seen enough," Gmwydion ordered. "Hurry, let us be gone from
here.”



Dawn had broken when Gwydi on halted at the edge of a barren field. Unti
now, he had not spoken. Even Gurgi had been silent, his eyes round with
terror.

"This is a part of what | have journeyed so far to |learn," Gwdion said.
H s face was grimand pale. "Arawn now dares try force of arns, with the
Horned King as his war |eader. The Horned King has raised a mghty host, and
they will march against us. The Sons of Don are ill prepared for so powerful
an eneny. They nust be warned. | nust return to Caer Dathyl imrediately.'

From a corner of woodl and, five nmounted warriors cantered into the
field. Taran sprang up. The first horseman spurred his nount to a gallop
Mel yngar whinnied shrilly. The warriors drew their swords.

Chapter 5
The Broken Sword

Qurgi ran off, yelping in terror. Gwdion was at Taran's side as the
first rider bore down on them Wth a quick gesture, Gwdion thrust a hand
into his jacket and pulled out the net of grass. Suddenly the w thered w sps
grew | arger, |onger, shimrering and crackling, nearly blinding Taran with
streaks of liquid flame. The rider raised his sword. Wth a shout, Gwdion
hurl ed the dazzling mesh into the warrior's face. Shrieking, the rider dropped
his sword and grappled the air. He tunbled fromhis saddl e while the nmesh
spread over his body and clung to himlike an enormnous spi derweb.

Gwdi on dragged the stupefied Taran to an ash tree and fromhis belt
drew the hunting knife which he thrust in Taran's hand. "This is the only
weapon | can spare,"” he cried. "Use it as well as you can."

H s back to the tree, Gwdion faced the four remaining warriors. The
great sword swng a glittering arc, the flashing bl ade sang above Gwdion's
head. The attackers drove against them One horse reared. For Taran there was
only a vision of hoofs plunging at his face. The rider chopped viciously at
Taran's head, swung around, and struck again. Blindly, Taran | ashed out wth
the knife. Shouting in rage and pain, the rider clutched his | eg and wheel ed
hi s horse away.

There was no sign of Qurgi, but a white streak sped across the field.
Mel yngar now had entered the fray. Her gol den nmane tossing, the white nare
whi nni ed fearsonely and flung herself anong the riders. Her mghty flanks
dashed agai nst them crowding, pressing, while the steeds of the war party
rolled their eyes in panic. One warrior jerked frantically at his reins to
turn his nount away. The animal sank to its haunches. Melyngar reared to her
full height; her forelegs churned the air, and her sharp hoofs slashed at the
rider, who fell heavily to earth. Melyngar spun about, tranpling the cowering
hor senan.

The three mounted warriors forced their way past the frenzied mare. At
the ash tree, Gwdion's blade rang and cl ashed anong the | eaves. H s | egs were
as though planted in the earth; the shock of the galloping riders could not
di sl odge him His eyes shone with a terrible light.

"Hol d your ground but a little while," he called to Taran. The sword
whi stl ed, one rider gave a choking cry. The other two did not press the
attack, but hung back for a nmonent.

Hoof beat s pounded over the neadow. Even as the attackers had begun to
wi thdraw, two nore riders galloped forward. They reined their horses sharply,
di smount ed without hesitation, and ran swiftly toward Gwdion. Their faces
were pallid; their eyes like stones.

Heavy bands of bronze circled their waists, and fromthese belts hung
t he bl ack thongs of whips. Knobs of bronze studded their breastplates. They
did not bear shield or helnet. Their mouths were frozen in the hideous grin of
deat h.



Gwdion's sword flashed up once nmore. "Fly!" he cried to Taran. "These
are the Caul dron-Born! Take Melyngar and ride from here!™

Taran set hinself nore firmy against the ash tree and raised his knife.
In anot her instant, the Caul dron-Born were upon them

For Taran, the horror beating in himlike black wi ngs came not fromthe
livid features of the Cauldron warriors or their lightless eyes but fromtheir
ghostly silence. The mute nen swung their swords, netal grated against netal
The relentless warriors struck and struck again. Gwdion's bl ade | eaped past
one opponent's guard and drove deep into his heart. The pale warrior made no
outcry. No bl ood foll owed as Gwdion ripped the weapon free; the Caul dron-Born
shook hinmsel f once, without a grinace, and noved again to the attack

Gwdion stood as a wolf at bay, his green eyes glittering, his teeth
bared. The swords of the Caul dron-Born beat against his guard. Taran thrust at
one of the livid warriors; a sword point ripped his armand sent the small
knife hurtling into the bracken

Bl ood streaked Gwydion's face where an unlucky bl ow had sl ashed his
cheekbone and forehead. Once, his blade faltered and a Caul dron-Born thrust at
his breast. Gwydion turned, taking the sword point in his side. The pale
warriors doubled their assault.

The great shaggy head bowed wearily as Gaydi on stunbled forward. Wth a
m ghty cry, he lunged, then dropped to one knee. Wth his flagging strength,
he fought to raise the blade again. The Caul dron-Born flung aside their
weapons, seized him threw himto the ground, and quickly bound him

Now the other two warriors approached. One grasped Taran by the throat,
the other tied his hands behind him Taran was dragged to Mel yngar and thrown
across her back, where he lay side by side with Gwydion

"Are you badly hurt?" asked Gwydion, striving to raise his head.

"No," Taran said, "but your own wound is grave."

"It is not the wound that pains me," said Gwdion with a bitter smle
"I have taken worse and lived. Wy did you not flee, as | ordered? | knew
was powerl| ess agai nst the Caul dron-Born, but | could have held the ground for
you. Yet, you fought well enough, Taran of Caer Dall ben."

"You are nore than a war | eader,"” Taran whispered. "Why do you keep the
truth fromnme? | renmenber the net of grass you wove before we crossed Avren
But in your hands today it was no grass | have ever seen.”

"I amwhat | told you. The wisp of grass--yes, it is alittle nore than
that. Dallben hinself taught nme the use of it."

"You, too, are an enchanter!"

"I have certain skills. Alas, they are not great enough to defend nyself
agai nst the powers of Arawn. Today," he added, "they were not enough to
protect a brave conpanion. "

One of the Caul dron-Born spurred his horse al ongsi de Mel yngar. Snatching
the whip fromhis belt, he lashed brutally at the captives.

"Say no nore," Gmydion whispered. "You will only bring yourself pain. If
we should not neet again, farewell."

The party rode long without a halt. Fording the shallow Ri ver Ystrad
t he Caul dron-Born pressed tightly on either side of the captives. Taran dared
once again to speak to Gwdion, but the lash cut his words short. Taran's
t hroat was parched, waves of dizziness threatened to drown him He could not
be sure how long they had ridden, for he | apsed often into feverish dreans.
The sun was still high and he was dinly aware of a hill with a tall, gray
fortress looning at its crest. Melyngar's hoofs rang on stones as a courtyard
opened before him Rough hands pulled himfrom Mel yngar's back and drove him
stunbling, down an arching corridor. Gwaydion was hal f-dragged, half-carried
before him Taran tried to catch up with his conpani on, but the Iash of the
Caul dron-Born beat himto his knees. A guard haul ed hi mupright again and
ki cked hi m forward.

At length, the captives were led into a spacious council chanber.
Torches flickered fromwalls hung with scarlet tapestries. Qutside, it had



been full daylight; here in the great, wi ndow ess hall, the chill and danpness
of night rose fromthe cold flagstones like mst. At the far end of the hall,
on a throne carved of black wood, sat a woman. Her long hair glittered silver
in the torchlight. Her face was young and beautiful; her pale skin seened
pal er still above her crinmson robe. Jewel ed neckl aces hung at her throat,

gem studded bracelets circled her wists, and heavy rings threw back the
flickering torches. Gwdion's sword lay at her feet.

The wonman rose quickly. "Wat shane to my household is this?" she cried
at the warriors. "The wounds of these nmen are fresh and untended. Soneone
shal |l answer for this neglect!" She stopped in front of Taran. "And this | ad
can barely keep his feet." She cl apped her hands. "Bring food and w ne and
nmedi cine for their injuries.”

She turned again to Taran. "Poor boy," she said, with a pitying smle
"there has been grievous m schief done today." She touched his wound with a
soft, pale hand. At the pressure of her fingers, a conforting warnth filled
Taran's aching body. Instead of pain, a delicious sensation of repose cane
over him repose as he renenbered it fromdays |long forgotten in Caer Dall ben
t he warm bed of his chil dhood, drowsy summer afternoons. "How do you cone
here?" she asked quietly.

"We crossed Great Avren," Taran began. "You see, what had happened

"Silence!" Gwdion's voice rang out. "She is Achren! She sets a trap for
you!"

Taran gasped. For an instant he could not believe such beauty conceal ed
the evil of which he had been warned. Had Gaydi on mi staken her? Neverthel ess,
he shut his lips tightly.

The wonman, in surprise, turned to Gwdion. "This is not courtesy to
accuse ne thus. Your wound excuses your conduct, but there is no need for
anger. \Wo are you? Wiy do you . "

Gwdion's eyes flashed. "You know ne as well as | know you, Achren!" He
spat the name through his bleeding |lips.

"I have heard Lord Gwdion was traveling in nmy realm Beyond that..."

"Arawn sent his warriors to slay us," cried Gwdion, "and here they
stand in your council hall. Do you say that you know not hi ng nore?"

"Arawn sent warriors to find, not slay you," answered Achren, "or you
woul d not be alive at this noment. Now that | see you face to face," she said,
her eyes on Gwdion, "I amglad such a man is not bleeding out his life in a
ditch. For there is nuch we have to discuss, and rmuch that you can profit
from™

"I'f you would treat with me," said Gwdion, "unbind me and return ny
sword. "

"You make demands?" Achren asked gently. "Perhaps you do not understand.
| offer you sonething you cannot have even if | | oosened your hands and gave
back your weapon. By that, Lord Gwdion, | nean--your life."

"I'n exchange for what?"

"I had thought to bargain with another life," said Achren, glancing at
Taran. "But | see he is of no consequence, alive or dead. No," she said,
"there are other, pleasanter ways to bargain. You do not know ne as well as
you think, Gwdion. There is no future for you beyond these gates. Here, | can
promise..."'

"Your prom ses reek of Annuvin!" cried Gwdion. "I scorn them It is no
secret what you are!"

Achren's face turned livid. Hi ssing, she struck at Gwaydi on and her
bl ood-red nails raked his cheek. Achren unsheathed Gwdion's sword; holding it
in both hands she drove the point toward his throat, stopping only a hair's
breadth fromit. Gwdion stood proudly, his eyes bl azing.

"No," cried Achren, "I will not slay you; you shall come to wish | had
and beg the nercy of a sword! You scorn my promises! This pronise will be well
kept!"

Achren raised the sword above her head and smote with all her force



agai nst a stone pillar. Sparks flashed, the blade rang unbroken. Wth a scream
of rage, she dashed the weapon to the ground.

The sword shone, still undamaged. Achren seized it again, gripping the
sharp blade itself until her hands ran scarlet. Her eyes rolled back into her
head, her |ips noved and twi sted. A thunderclap filled the hall, a light burst
like a crinson sun, and the broken weapon fell in pieces to the ground.

"So shall | break you!" Achren shrieked. She raised her hand to the
Caul dron-Born and called out in a strange, harsh | anguage.

The pale warriors strode forward and dragged Taran and Gwdi on fromthe
hall. In a dark passageway of stone, Taran struggled with his captors,
fighting to reach Gwdion's side. One of the Caul dron-Born brought a whip
handl e down on Taran's head.

Chapter 6
Ei | onwy

Tarn came to his senses on a pile of dirty straw, which snelled as
t hough Gurgi and all his ancestors had slept onit. A few feet above him pale
yel  ow sunlight shone through a grating; the feeble beam ended abruptly on a
wal I of rough, danmp stone. The shadows of bars lay across the tiny patch of
light; instead of brightening the cell, the wan rays nade it appear only nore
grimand closed in. As Taran's eyes grew accustomed to this yellow tw light,
he made out a heavy, studded portal with a slot at the base. The cell itself
was not over three paces square.

Hi s head ached; since his hands were still bound behind him he could do
no nmore than guess at the |large and throbbing | unp. What had happened to
Gwdi on he dared not imagine. After the Cauldron warrior had struck him Taran
had regai ned consci ousness only a few nmonents before slipping once again into
whirling darkness. In that brief tine, he vaguely remenbered opening his eyes
and finding hinmself slung over a guard's back. H's confused recollection
i ncluded a dimcorridor with doors on either side. Gwdion had called out to
hi m once--or so Taran believed--he could not recall his friend s words,
per haps even that had been part of the nightrmare. He supposed Gwydi on had been
cast in another dungeon; Taran fervently hoped so. He could not shake off the
menory of Achren's livid face and horrible screanmi ng, and he feared she m ght
have ordered Gwdi on sl ain.

Still, there was good reason to hope his conpanion lived. Achren could
easily have cut his throat as he braved her in the council hall, yet she had
hel d back. Thus, she intended to keep Gaydi on alive; perhaps, Taran thought
wr et chedl y, Gaydion would be better off dead. The idea of the proud figure
lying a broken corpse filled Taran with grief that quickly turned to rage. He
staggered to his feet, lurched to the door, kicking it, battering hinself
against it with what little strength remained to him In despair, he sank to
t he danp ground, his head pressed agai nst the unyiel ding oaken pl anks. He rose
again after a few nonents and kicked at the walls. If Gwdion were, by chance,
in an adjoining cell, Taran hoped he would hear this signal. But he judged,
fromthe dull and nuffled sound, that the walls were too thick for his feeble
tapping to penetrate.

As he turned away, a flashing object fell through the grating and
dropped to the stone floor. Taran stooped. It was a ball of what seened to be
gol d. Perplexed, he | ooked upward. Fromthe grating, a pair of intensely blue
eyes | ooked back at him

"Please,"” said a girl's voice, light and nusical, "nmy name is Eilonwy
and if you don't mnd, would you t