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Rhapsody: Child of Blood

Rhapsody 1
Elizabeth Haydon

THE PROPHECY OF THE THREE
The Three shall come, leaving early, arriving late,
The lifestages of all men:

Child of Blood, Child of Earth, Child of the Sky.



Each man, formed in blood and born in it, Walks the Earth and sustained by it, Reaching to the
sky, and sheltered beneath it, He ascends there only in his ending, becoming part of the stars.

Blood gives new beginning, Earth gives sustenance, The Sky gives dreams in life—eternity in
death. Thus shall the Three be, one to the other.

THE PROPHECY OF THE UNINVITED GUEST
Among the last to leave, among the first to come,
Seeking a new host, uninvited, in a new place.

The power gained being the first,

Was lost in being the last.

Hosts shall nurture it, unknowing,

Like the guest wreathed in smiles

While secretly poisoning the larder.

Jealously guarded of its own power,

Ne'er has, nor ever shall its host bear or sire children,

Yet ever it seeksto procreate.

He modified the miniature bristle. Findly satisfied, he meticuloudy dabbed the liquid onto the eyes of the
boy in the now-frozen image and waited to see that the solution had spread across the sapphire-blue
irisesto the corners of each canthus. The window of opportunity would be smal and find; it was
important that the boy be given every chance to see things clearly and quickly. When he was done he
recorked the phial and set it back on the gleaming disk.

Meridion removed the spool from the Time Editor and replaced it with adifferent one, another Past,
even older. This he spun out with even more care, owing to its extreme age and the nature of the place
from which it had come, now vanished beneath the waves. It took agreat deal longer to find the right
point on thisthread, but Meridion was patient. It was important to do this correctly; much depended on
it.

When hefindly found the right place he stopped the frame again and picked up adifferent tool. With
apracticed hand he made asmooth, circular dice, plucked the image from the first strand, and placed it
gently into the second. He looked through the lensto check hiswork.

The boy had not lost consciousness, as he had expected, but instead lay writhing facedown on the
ground with hishead cradled in his hands, frantically rubbing his eyes. Meridion was both amused and
sorry. | should have known hewould fight it , he thought. He sat back and turned the viewing screen onto



the wall to watch the outcome of hiswork and wait for the moment of meeting, and of exit.

THIRD AGE

The pain subsided as quickly asit had come. Gwydion spat out the dust from the road and rolled onto
his back, alowing himself adegp groan. He glanced at the sky above him and was ingtantly aware of the
shift not only in location but in time of day. A moment ago it had been early morning, and now it was
afternoon, winding toward evening. That he had been removed from where he had been was clear to
him; he had no ideawhere he was.

Gwydion had been blessed with a pragmatic nature, and after amoment of adjusting to the new
surroundings he stood and began cal culating what to do next. How or why this had happened to him was
not an issue for the moment.

Theair of this place was thinner than the air of home, and Gwydion knew it would take sometime for
him to acclimate to it. Glancing around, he spied asmall copse of trees a short jog away, and he hagtily
madefor it.

Upon reaching the shelter he sank to the ground and began to inhale in short, shallow breaths, dowing
and expanding each one until hislungs began to assmilate, shidding hiswatering eyesto givethem a
chanceto adjust. Then hefét for the items he had brought with him on hisway to town: his dagger and
pouch were still there, aswell as hiswaterskin and the gpple. He took a quick drink. As he was capping
the skin hefdt faint vibrationsin the ground below him. A cart, or something likeit, must be gpproaching.

Gwydion sank lower to the ground as the ever-thickening dust cloud signaed the arriva of the group.
He could see three men walking beside the cart, which was pulled by two oxen with acalf following
aong behind. It was laden with barrels of grain and loose straw, and afourth man was driving it. The
dress of the men was unfamiliar to him, athough it was apparent that they were peasants, probably
farmers.

Gwydion listened as carefully as he could over the rumbling din of the cart'swheels. Hiseyes
throbbed dightly and then were drawn to the farmers lips, strangely accentuated in the haze that filled his
view. Suddenly hisvison becameintensdly clear; it wasif he could see the words as they wereformed in
the men's mouths, and could hear them asif they were being spoken directly into hisear. When he
recognized the language pattern, his head began to spin.

They were speaking Old Cymrian.It isn't possible , he thought. Old Cymrian was essentialy a dead
language, used rardly in the holy-day ceremonies of religions other than hisown, or asavanity language
among those of Cymrian lineage. But it was being spoken here, between peasants, as common
vernacular on an average day in farmlands. It wasn't possible, unless Gwydion shuddered. Serendair, the
Cymrian homeland, had been gone for more than athousand years now, vanished into the seaiin the
cataclysm that swallowed the Idand and some of its neighborsin volcanic fire.

His ancestors had come from there, as had those of afew of hisfriends, but by and large the refugees
of that land were a dispersed people, the casudties of wars they visited upon the lands of their hosts.



Could there till be an untouched pocket of them here, wherever hewas, living asthey had thirteen
centuries before?

Asthe cart and its accompanying dust cloud rumbled out of sight, Gwydion's head emerged from the
patch of trees and brush to watch it go. He saw it make alaborious climb up agraded hill to the west and
disappear over the summit. He waited until he knew that he could reach the top of the hill with themin
sight while remaining unseen, checked to be sure there was no one el se on the road, and then made for
the summit himsdif.

The countryside was hilly, and when he got to the top he paused amoment to take in the sight of the
late-afternoon sun favoring certain pastures with blankets of gold. Thisrolling land was beautiful, and he
knew he had never been through these parts before, or he would have remembered it. It was verdant in
the heat of summer, the green earth filling the air with the rich scent of life.

The farmlands stretched out asfar as he could seein an endless expanse of field and meadow dotted
with trees but no redl forests. There was no sign of any major waterway either, except for smal streams
that crossed the pastures, and the wind held no scent of the sea.

Gwydion had no time to wonder where he was, the light was beginning to leave the sky, and the cart
was amost out of Sght. Its destination was probably the small village he could see past the next valley.
Between here and there were several small farms and one large one. He decided to stop at the first small
farm and seeif he might find lodging and, with any luck, answers.

Gwydion removed the gold crest ring from his hand and tucked it quickly into his pouch. He took one
last ook around the hilly vista, and drew in adeep breath. Hislungs had gotten used to the air here; there
was aswesetnessto it, mixed with the scent of pastureland and barns, arichnessthat spoke of a
happiness he had never known in hisshort life,

A sense of calm overtook him. There was no time to wonder how he had gotten here, and no need.
Whatever the reason, he was here now, and he meant to make an adventure of it. He took off in adead
run for the farmhouse at the dip in the road, where candldight was just beginning to shinein the windows.

cA number of men were finishing the day's chores when he reached the first amdl farm, bringing the
plows and animals back into the barn and making ready for the night. The sunset was a brilliant one, and
it bathed the farmhouse and the surrounding pens with gentle streaks of crimson and pink.

The farmhands were laughing and joking; there was afestive mood in the air for the end of such along
day. Gwydion located the man he thought was the farmer. He was distinctly older than the others, with a
shock of silver hair crowning abody still strong and muscular, and he directed the others with a soft voice
that belied hisgreat height.

Gwydion moved to the end of the carriage path next to the house, hoping to catch the attention of the
farmer without seeming threstening. He stood there for amoment, but the men were hurrying to be
finished and didn't seehim.

'Partch!” A woman's voice called out over his head, and Gwydion turned around. An older woman,
most likely the farmer's wife, was standing under the eaves of the house, pointing at him, and cdling to the
tall man. "Lookslike you've got anew hand." She smiled at Gwydion, and he returned her grin. Thiswas
eas er than he had thought.

Thefarmer gavethereinsof thelast of the horsesto another of the men and came over, brushing his



hands on his shirt. "Hello there, Sam," he said, offering his hand to Gwydion. "L ooking for work?'

'Yes, sr," Gwydion answered, shaking hands. He hoped his pronunciation was correct. That the
language was not his mother tongue was ingtantly apparent to the farmer, who dowed hiswordsin an
effort to be more easily understood. He gestured to one of the men, who came over, wiping his hands on

arag.

'Asa, show Sam here the shed. Y ou can get settled; I'm afraid you missed supper, boy. But the
foreharvest danceisin town tonight, and these young fellas are goin'. Why don't you ride dong? There's
bound to befood there if you're hungry."

The woman clucked at her husband. "We have scraps he can have now, Partch. Here, young man,
come with me." She turned and went into the farmhouse.

Gwydion followed her, taking in the Sght with amazement.

The walls were stone with awood interior, and the furniture was smple but well crafted; it bore the
hallmarks of Cymrian artistry. The spindles on the chairs and staircases were turned in the exact manner
of therailingson the atar of the basilicain Sepulvarta, the holy city of his homeland, the tables fashioned
smilarly to ones he had seeninthe Great Hall in Tyrian.

'Hereyou are, dear," she said, handing him a plate of leftovers. "Why don't you take this with you out
to the shed and clean up abit? The foreharvest dance isabig thing in these parts—do they have one
where you come from?"

Gwydion accepted the plate with asmile. "No, maam," he said respectfully.

'Wdll, I'm sureyou'll enjoy it; it'sthe last dance before the marriage | ottery, so you best have fun while
you can." Shewinked at him, then set about finishing her work.

‘Marriage lottery?"
'Y ou don't have one at home?"

'No," said Gwydion, following her to the door. She swung it open for him and walked back toward
the two men, who were washing with the others a the well.

'Y ou must not come from afarm community, then.”
'No, maam," said Gwydion. He thought of the place helived and hid hissmile.
"Well, you better get ready. It looks like the others are dmost ready to leave.”

"Thank you," Gwydion said to her gratefully. He took ascrap of the bread and ate it hurriedly, then
followed Asato the shed where the hired hands dept.

legpt from the wagon as soon as it came to astop. Theride had been rocky, but pleasant, and the
farmhands agreeable, if not talkative. He had sensed areserve from the beginning, and he wasn't sure if
they were distant because he was unfamiliar or because of his mixed bloodline. Without exception the
men were human, as were the farmer and his wife and everyone else he had seen thusfar. The pure,
homogeneous makeup of this place was so unlike the rest of the world, where half bloods dominated.



The village was adlaze with light, lanterns set on barrels and strung in trees, making for afestive mood.
The community was obviously not awealthy one, but the farms seemed substantial and the people
reasonably fed and clothed for the most part.

Noticeable was an absolute lack of luxury, and Gwydion's eyestook in the details of decoration that
had been fashioned out of smplicity—fresh-cut boughs of evergreen trees and fragrant flowers festooned
themain hall that apparently served the community as house of worship, meeting place, grange, and
school. Long tables laden with baked goods and harvest foods were set to the sides of the large open
room with adirt floor, and mudin love knots were tacked everywhere.

Despite being used to afar more wedlthy and sophidticated life, Gwydion found himsdlf taking in the
homespun celebration with delight. Therewasasmplicity herethat felt easy on his shoulders; it ood in
marked contrast to the dull and ponderous ceremonies of festivity he was used to.

Excitement was starting to fill the air as people began to arrive, young women in pae-colored
broadcl oth dresses, young men in clean mudin shirts. There was amusician with astringed instrument he
didn't recognize and two others with minarellos, sometimes called groan-boxes back home. They were
dragging barrels over to a place behind the food table. The village was making ready to celebrate the
upcoming harvest, both of crops and of marriageable young people.

Astheroom started to fill, Gwydion began to sense that he was not going unnoticed. More than once
agroup of young women passed in front of him, looking him up and down, then whispering to each other
in excitement and young laughter. This made him quite uncomfortable, but it was momentary; the group
would disperse quickly or move on, to be joined by others or by some of the young men. He gauged the
girlsto be about his age, fourteen or so, while the boys seemed four or five years older, athough there
were afew that were younger. Gwydion went to the refreshment table and was encouraged by an older
woman to help himsdf, which he did gladly. No one asked him who he was, despite notice being taken
that hewas not loca. Many others were gpparently here from outside the village aswell. When
addressed by the villagers, an unknown young man was generaly referred to as Sam or Jack; now he
understood the farmer's greeting earlier.

An older man cameinto the room carrying alarge wooden box, and aswirl of excitement rose up
from the crowd. He made hisway to the table and the woman behind it began clearing an empty spot for
the contents of the box, which turned out to be alarge number of small parchment sheets and severd
inkpotswith quills and writing reeds.

Here the crowd began to separate by gender, with the young women continuing to mill about while
the men hurried to the table, searching through the papers for specific ones, and, upon finding what they
sought, scribbling on them with the quills. Gwydion was familiar with the concept of dance cards, and it
seemed to him that perhaps that was what these were. He decided that this would be a good time to get
someair.

The night had come while he wasinsde, and now the sky wastotally dark. The lanterns and candles
illuminated the area, and people continued to arrive, amid laughter and arguments and other sounds of
excitement. They jostled past Gwydion asif he weren't there.

He was aware as he watched them of the seriousness of thisfestive ritud. Despite the light mood
there was an undertone of solemnity, of portent, that was pa pable. In acommunity such asthis, mating
and the propagation of familieswas essentid to itssurvival.



Gwydion |eft the area around the meeting hdl, looking to find adark place where the stars were
visble. Hewaswell versed in astronomy, and suspected that he would be able to discern where he was
once he got aclear ook at the night sky.

The lanternlight played havoc with the vigbility, and he needed to get a good ways away before he
was able to see anything. When hefinally could, it didn't help much. He didn't recognize any of the
congelations, or even asingle sar. A very bright one hung deep in the sky by the horizon, but even that
was unknown to him.

Hefdt acold wave of fear wash over him. Until now he had expected that it would be relatively
smpleto navigate home once he had ascertained where he was. But if even the starswereforeign, he
was much farther away than he had origindly thought, though the season was certainly the same asthe
one where he had been. Nothing was making sense. Gwydion sat down on abank of barrels and fought
the panic that wasrisng in histhroat.

Acrossthe road adight movement caught his attention, and he turned to look. Someone was moving
behind the identica bank of barrels that lined the roadway, crouching low and peering over the tops of
them toward the meeting hal. Gwydion decided to investigate. He had left much of his gear back at the
farmhouse, but he still had his dagger, and he drew it now and ran silently across the road, circling around
behind the line of barrels.

When he wasin position he rose carefully and rested one hand on abarrel, looking around it to spot
theintruder. To his surpriseit was ayoung woman, hiding behind the line of barrels and watching the
comings and goings of the crowd.

He couldn't see her face. She had long straight hair with just ahint of awavetoit, and it hung likea
slken sheet down her back. In the dark it appeared to be the color of pale flax, and Gwydion was struck
by the desireto run his hand down it.

He reached out and instead tapped her on the shoulder. She started and gasped, reeling around to
face him and nearly toppling the empty barrelsinto the road.

Thelook of shock on her face did nothing to diminish hisinstantaneous impression that she was
undoubtedly the fairest thing he had ever seen. Her face was ddlicately formed, with large, dark eyes
fringed with black lashes and an upper lip shaped like alongbow. Unlike the other young women &t the
party, shewas clearly of mixed blood, as he was, and thin. As she backed up toward the barrels her hair
fell over her shoulders, obscuring much of her upper body and the corsage of flowersthat adorned her
breast.

'Don't befrightened,” Gwydion said asgently as he could. "I'm sorry if | Sartled you."

The girl took a deep breath, and her enormous eyes ran rapidly over hisface. She blinked abruptly,
asif trying to clear away sudden stinging tears. It took along moment for her to be able to respond, and
when she did the wonder in her voice made his somach tighten with excitement.

You'reLirin," she said. The words held as much awe as he had ever heard uttered before.

'Yes, partly; you are, too?"

She nodded dowly.



Gwydion coughed to cover the flush hefdt cregping into hisface. "Uhm, are there many of you, |
mean, Lirin, around here?'

'No," she sad, and the amazement was till in her voice. "Except for my mother and brothers, you are
thefirst | have ever seen. Who areyou?'

Gwydion thought about how to answer her. He wanted more than anything to tell her the truth, but he
wasn't sure himsdlf what that was.

'I'm caled Sam," he said smply. "What about you?'

The young woman smiled for the first time, and Gwydion felt a strange stirring he had never
experienced before. It was heady, and frightening, and dizzying al a once, and he was not sure that the
control he normaly had over hisface or voice was il in place.

'Emily," she said, and then she looked behind her. Two young men were gpproaching, bantering
between themselves, and looking around the area. The young woman backed up, amost into him, and
then ducked quickly behind the barrels again. Gwydion sat down next to her, hidden from view aswell.

Together they watched as the men searched around, looking down the dry dirt road and over the
neighboring fields. Just then the music sarted, amid aswelling of laughter and gpplause frominsde, and
the men turned back toward the hall. Emily waited until they were out of sight, then let loose along sigh.

'Do you know them?' Gwydion asked, wondering what he had missed.

'Yes," shesad curtly. Sherose up onto her kneesto see better. Catching sight of no one else, she
relaxed, then stood once more and brushed the dirt off her skirt.

Gwydion stood aswell. In genera he had little use for women, young or old; being motherless, he had
little experience with any. But thisgirl was different somehow. Therewas an innate intelligencein her
eyes, aswell as something indescribable, and he was fascinated by her. Perhaps it was that she was the
sngular example of her race whom he had seen so far. Or it might have been the mild humming in his
eyesand his utter inability to bresk his gaze away and stop looking at her. Whatever the reason, he
wanted to make sure she didn't walk away.

'Why are you hiding? Don't you like to dance?"

She turned to face him again, and Gwydion felt the strange sensation once more. It began in hisgroin,
but rushed rapidly to his head and hands, leaving those areas weak and perspiring alittle. "'l loveto
dance," she said. Her tone waswistful.

'Well, then, shall we? 1 mean, would you like to?" Hisvoice sounded inaneto hisears.

Emily's eyesfilled with regret, and she shook her head. "I can't,” she said sadly. "Not yet. I'm sorry.”

'What's the matter?’

She looked behind her again. Seeing nothing that bothered her, she turned back around. She gave him
adirect look. "Doesn't thisall seem, well, barbaric to you?"

Gwydion stared at her in astonishment, then let out alaugh. "Yes, actudly,” he said, trying not to be



rude at the same time he was being honest. "Y es, it does.”
'Wdll, then, imaginehow | fed."

Gwydion fdt hisliking of her instantly increase. He put his hand out to her. "Come out of there," he
sad.

Emily gave abackward glance, then took his hand and alowed him to assst her over the debris
around the barrels. They walked alittle farther down the road, then looked back toward the hall. The
dancewasin full swing, with merry music issuing forth and the sound of excited voicesfilling the night air.
It was warm, with a soft breeze; a perfect night.

Gwydion had so many questionsthat he didn't know where to start, but he was sure that he did not
want to frighten her off by overwhelming her with hisneed for information. He pointed to the corsage.

'Areyou here with someone?"
Emily's brows furrowed; then her eyesfollowed hisfinger. Rapidly, understanding crossed her face.

'No," shesaid, smiling dightly. "These are a gift from my father. Y ou don't cometo the foreharvest
dance with anyone, that would be counterproductive.”

I see" Gwydion said. Now that she was out in the lantern-light he took the opportunity to study her
more. Her dresswas velvet, probably adark blue, and it was cut with adeep, curving neckline.
Underneeth it at the throat was amodesty piece that matched the lace at the hem, studded with aline of
smdl slver buttons of smple manufacture. A tiny matching ribbon pulled two of the front strands of her
pale hair off her face, securing them at the back of her head.

Her Lirin blood was obviousin her dim build and delicate features, but she was only three or four
inches shorter than he was, probably just over five feet. Despite the calluses on her hands, and a small
scar on her wrigt, she had an absence of the coarseness that some of the other farmgirls had, and there
wasan air of dignity about her that belied her age. He wished he could tell more about the colors of her
complexion and beautiful dark eyes, but the light was too wesk.

He was suddenly grateful for the first timeto his own father for the years of intense insstence
regarding Cymrian language study. "Well, what are you going to do now? Since you obviously don't want
togoin."

Emily looked back at the hall. "1 think I'll just wait here until my brother comesto fetch me at
midnight,”" she said, sounding alittle disheartened.

‘Seemslike a pretty miserable way to spend asummer evening.”

'Well, there are varying degrees of misery. It could be worse.™

Gwydion nodded sympatheticaly. He could see that her family must be somewhat better off than
most to afford her the trimmings on her dress, though in hisfamily's circles shewould till be seenasa

very poor peasant, or a most acommon landowner. Her family'srelative wedth, coupled with her
gppearance, had obvioudy made her aprimetarget for the young huntersinside. Unlike the other young



women, however, she was unwilling quarry, and he respected her for it.

'I haveanidea," he said, casting aglance around. "Therés aclear, flat area over there near the
meeting hal, but not too near. I'm sure we can hear the music from there. Why don't we have adance or
two there? If youre willing, of course" All hisyears of etiquette training sumbled over histongue and he
screeched to an awkward halt.

Emily's face brightened, and Gwydion's heart rose. "What awonderful idea," she said happily. "'l
would loveto. Thank you."

He offered her his hand once more, and led her acrossthe road and over the fields to the small
clearing he had seen. They ducked quickly to the side of the building when more people came through
the door, but managed to avoid being seen.

A mazurkawas ending just asthey reached the fidld. They stood, facing each other in awkward
slence, until the next dance began. Gwydion put his hand on her waist, and was almost unbalanced by
the thrill that shot from hisfingers up hisarm to hishead. Hetook her hand as she lifted the edge of her
skirt, and they followed the rhythm of the music acrossthefield, turning intime.

Almost immediately there was a problem. Though the dance was a ssmple two-step, Gwydion's
training had been in classica military syle, and asaresult, the unsophisticated step Emily used caught his
foot on the fourth pass. Shetrod lightly on histoe, and embarrassment flooded her face. Heignored it,
going on, but at the same point in the next set of passesit happened again. She stopped, looking
humiliated, and turned away quickly.

I'mterribly sorry, Sam," shesaid. "Y ou must think | have dl the grace of afarm animd. Maybe you
should go back ingde.”

Gwydion took hold of her shoulders and turned her around. "What are you talking about? I'm the one
who doesn't know the dance. Please don't do that." "Do what?"

‘Start acting like I'm one of them." He gestured at the hdl. "I'm enjoying your company, Emily, and |
can't think of anything you resemble lessthan afarm animal. Do you know what the next dance will be?"

Emily's smile returned. "Probably acourting twirl." "Wl can | have another go of it?1 think | can
handle that." She nodded. Gwydion noticed that he had not released her hand, and she had not pulled it
away, 0 he hdd it asthey stood, waiting for thewaltz to begin. When it findly did he was careful to stick
to the basic steps and not add any of the flourishes that he had been taught for use at court.

Thistime they meshed perfectly, and he could see exhilaration take her asthey waltzed acrossthe
fied intime to the diminished music. When she was excited her eyes caught the light, or perhapsthey
generated it themsalves. Either way, by the time the dance was finished they were sparkling brighter than
theillumination from any lantern.

'Emmy, what are you doing out here? Are you coming in?' She whirled around. Gwydion |ooked over
her head to see asmall group standing at the edge of thefield, staring at them. The spesker wasa
dark-haired young man of mixed race; he concluded that this must be her brother. In addition there were
two young women and one of the boys who had been out looking for her earlier. All wore expressons
containing varying degrees of displeasure.

‘Everyone'swaiting for you, Emmy. Y ou've missed three dances aready and your suitor card is



messed up completely.
Comeon."

Emily straightened her shoulders. "I'll bein eventudly, Ben," she answered with an annoyed tone.
"And | couldn't care less about the suitor card. | didn't put one in the basket, so | shouldn't have one

anyway."

‘Everyone has asuitor card,” said the other young man, his annoyance amatch for hers. "And | had
thefirst dance. Now get in here.”

Gwydion watched Emily's back go rigid. "Don't you dare speak to melike that, Sylvus,” she said
coldly. "I'll be in when I'm damned good and ready.” He swalowed alaugh at the look of horror on the
faces of the young women, and the astonishment of her brother and Sylvus. Ben smiled dightly, and
turned to the other boy.

'See, didn't | tell you? Are you sure you want to risk ending up withthat for the rest of your life?* He
winked at her and went back insde, followed by the girls. Sylvus stared at her. Finaly he spoke.

‘Hurry up, Emily, I'm waiting." He went back inside, with abackward glare at Gwydion.
He heard her mutter under her bregth. "Y es, and you're insufferable, too.”

Gwydion leaned hishead down near her ear. "Good for you," he said encouragingly. "Want to take a
wak?'

Emily gave his question no thought &t dl. "1'd love to. Come, I'll show you my favorite placein al the
world."

The moon was just beginning to rise asthey ran down the road and cut across the field, heading up
the dope of aralling hill and leaving the noise and light of the party behind them.

wydion had aways been happier outdoors than insde, and as aresult spent much time running and
walking out in the world. Despite that training it was difficult to keep up with Emily, who, her dressand
seng bly laced shoes notwithstanding, climbed the hill without even bregthing hard, running most of the

way.

Gwydion had gtill not completely adjusted to the thin, warm air, and found himself struggling up hills
and steep grades, trying to stay beside her, but more often lagging behind. Occasiondly she would
remember he was there, and dow her steps, or turn and offer him her hand. Finally he decided not to
release it when her excitement spurred her to hurry again, and she got the message. They climbed the rest
of the way together, hand in hand, at a speedy but reasonable pace.

Just before the summit she stopped in a shaft of moonlight that made her hair look silver. "Were
amost there," she said, and he could see her eyes sparkle again in the dark. "Close your eyes.”

Gwydion complied, and followed her blindly up to the top of the grade. Sheturned alittle to theright,
and gently led him behind her.

"‘Watch your foot, therésahole here."



He stepped around it, and felt her come to a stop. He could hear the intake of her breath as she
released his hand.

"All right, you can open your eyes now."

Hisvision adjusted automatically, but his bresth was taken even further away by the Sght. Thevaley
stretched out below at hisfeet, bathed in moonlight, asfar ashe could see. A variety of fieldsmadeit up,
sometilled, somefdlow, with agrest willow treein the middle bending down over asiream that bisected
theland. Evenin the dark Gwydion could feel the beauty of the place, made somehow more intense by
Emily'sloveof it.

‘Whereare we?'

Emily sank to the ground and he followed her lead gratefully. "Thisis one of the hillstheat overlook our
farm," she said. "My dowry lands are the fields in the middle by the stream, where the willow stands. |
call this place the Patchworks, becausein the light it looks like the quilt on my bed, with the different
textures and colors of thefidds."

Gwydion looked at her face shining in the moonlight, and heard adoor in his heart open. There was
something much more than the dien chemica excitement that had been coursing through him from the
moment he laid eyes on her, leaving him feding giddy and stupid. Deep insgde him he fet aneed more
intense than he had ever felt before.

It wasasif he had known her hiswholelife, or perhaps merely that hislife had redly started when he
met her. Either way, and for whatever reason he was here, he knew he couldn't bear to be away from
her for even amoment now. And there was something in her eyesthat told him she was examining these
same strange and wonderful fedingswithin her own heart.

Sheturned and looked into the valley again. "Well, do you likeit?' she asked, alittle anxioudy.
He knew her meaning, and added hisown to it. "It'sthe most beautiful sght | have ever beheld.”
Awkwardly he leaned toward her, hoping that hislipswould -31

find her willing. He had never kissed anyone except in gestures of respect, and so moved with
agonizing downess, his extremities going cold in the expectation that she might dart out of theway in
horror.

Instead, when hisintentions became clear to her she smiled, closed her eyes, and leaned into hiskiss
quickly and with eagerness. He had not anticipated the softness of her mouth, or its warmth, and the
sensation sent cold shiversthrough him, even on this hot night. She touched hisface before their lips
parted, and the gesture went straight to his heart.

Then, as the happiness he was discovering began to envelop him, aniicier fedling rose up to meet it.
Helooked over the valey and the picturein front of his eyes began to shift, the luminescence turned from
moonlit Slver to theflat gray of caustic smoke.

In hismind's eye he could see the valey in the aftermath of adevastating fire, the pasturdland
smoldering, the farmhouses and outbuildings in ashes. The ground was razed, and thefiedlds swamin
rivers of blood that seeped through the whole of the pastureland. Gwydion started to tremble violently as
the red tide began to surge up the sde of the valey below them, coming their way with an unstoppable



ingstence.
'Sam?' Emily'svoice wasfilled with darm. "Areyou al right? What's the matter?'

Gwydion snapped out of hisreverie, and as he did the vison vanished, returning the valley to peaceful
slver again. A look of consternation had taken up residence on Emily'sface. Her fingers till rested on his
cheek, and he took her hand. His own was shaking uncontrollably.

'Sam?' Emily's eyes grew darker, and worry flooded her face.
'Emily, where arewe? | mean, what isthe name of thisvil-lage?'
‘Merryfidd."

His stomach began to cramp. Merryfield was acommon enough name