
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
  


  THE LAST ENCHANTMENT


  ‘I told the midwife to take him away, and find me a son I dared to show you. Perhaps I did wrong. I did it to save my name and your honour. I hated the child. How could I want to bear any man’s child but yours? I had hoped it was your son, not his, but it was his. It is true that he was sickly. Let us hope that he is dead, too, by this.’ The king said, ‘Let us do more than that. Let us make sure.’


  The Last Enchantment, Mary Stewart’s third magnificent and haunting novel of Dark Age Britain, finds Arthur as King by right of drawing the sword Caliburn from the stone. Merlin, the King’s advisor and known as the ‘enchanter’, is once again the narrator of this powerful, exciting and richly woven story.
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  CHAPTER 1


  Not every king would care to start his reign with the wholesale massacre of children. This is what they whisper of Arthur, even though in other ways he is held up as the type itself of the noble ruler, the protector alike of high and lowly.


  It is harder to kill a whisper than even a shouted calumny. Besides, in the minds of simple men, to whom the High King is the ruler of their lives, and the dispenser of all fates, Arthur would be held accountable for all that happened in his realm, evil and good alike, from a resounding victory in the battlefield to a bad rain-storm or a barren flock.


  So, although a witch plotted the massacre, and another king gave the order for it, and though I myself tried to shoulder the blame, the murmur still persists; that in the first year of his reign, Arthur the High King had his troops seek out and destroy some score of newly-born babies in the hope of catching in that bloody net one single boy-child, his bastard by incest with his half-sister Morgause.


  ‘Calumny’, I have called it, and it would be good to be able to declare openly that the story is a lie. But it is not quite that. It is a lie that he ordered the slaughter; but his sin was the first cause of it, and, though it would never have occurred to him to murder innocent children, it is true that he wanted his own child killed. So it is just that some of the blame should rest on him: just, too, that some of it should cling to me; for I, Merlin, who am accounted a man of power and vision, had waited idly by while the dangerous child was engendered, and the tragic term set to the peace and freedom which Arthur could win for his people. I can bear the blame, for now I am beyond men’s judgment, but Arthur is still young enough to feel the sting of the story, and be haunted by thoughts of atonement; and when it happened he was younger still, in all the first white-and-golden flush of victory and kingship, held up on the love of the people, the acclamation of the soldiers, and the blaze of mystery that surrounded the drawing of the sword from the stone.


  It happened like this. King Uther Pendragon lay with his army at Luguvallium in the northern kingdom of Rheged, where he was to face a massive Saxon attack under the brothers Colgrim and Badulf, grandsons of Hengist. The young Arthur, still little more than a boy, was brought to this, his first field, by his foster-father Count Ector of Galava, who presented him to the King. Arthur had been kept in ignorance of his royal birth and parentage, and Uther, though he had kept himself informed of the boy’s growth and progress, had never once seen him since he was born. This because, during the wild night of love when Uther had lain with Ygraine, then the wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall and Uther’s most faithful commander, the old Duke himself had been killed. His death, though no fault of Uther’s, weighed so heavily on the King that he swore never to claim for his own any child born of that night’s guilty love. In due course Arthur had been handed to me to rear, and this I had done, at a far remove from both King and Queen. But there had been no other son born to them, and at last King Uther, who had ailed for some time, and who knew the danger of the Saxon threat he faced at Luguvallium, was forced to send for the boy, to acknowledge him publicly as his heir and present him to the assembled nobles and petty kings.


  But before he could do so, the Saxons attacked. Uther, though too sick to ride at the head of the troops, took the field in a litter, with Cador, Duke of Cornwall, in command of the right, and on the left King Coel of Rheged, with Caw of Strathclyde and other leaders from the north. Only Lot, King of Lothian and Orkney, failed to take the field. King Lot, a powerful king but a doubtful ally, held his men in reserve, to throw them into the fight where and when they should be needed. It was said that he held back deliberately in the hope that Uther’s army would be destroyed, and that in the event the kingdom might fall to him. If so, his hopes were defeated. When, in the fierce fighting around the King’s litter in the centre of the field, young Arthur’s sword broke in his hand, King Uther threw to his hand his own royal sword, and with it (as men understood it) the leadership of the kingdom. After that he lay back in his litter and watched the boy, ablaze like some comet of victory, lead an attack that put the Saxons to rout.


  Afterwards, at the victory feast, Lot headed a faction of rebel lords who opposed Uther’s choice of heir. At the height of the brawling, contentious feast, King Uther died, leaving the boy, with myself beside him, to face and win them over.


  What happened then has become the stuff of song and story. Enough here to say that, by his own kingly bearing, and through the sign sent from the god, Arthur showed himself undoubted King.


  But the evil seed had already been sown. On the previous day, while he was still ignorant of his true parentage, Arthur had met Morgause, Uther’s bastard daughter, and his own half-sister. She was very lovely, and he was young, in all the flush of his first victory, so when she sent her maid for him that night he went eagerly, with no more thought of what the night’s pleasure might bring but the cooling of his hot blood and the loss of his maidenhood.


  Hers, you may be sure, had been lost long ago. Nor was she innocent in other ways. She knew who Arthur was, and sinned with him knowingly, in a bid for power. Marriage, of course, she could not hope for, but a bastard born of incest might be a powerful weapon in her hand when the old King, her father, died, and the new young King took the throne.


  When Arthur found what he had done, he might have added to his sin by killing her, but for my intervention. I banished her from court, bidding her take horse for York, where Uther’s true-born daughter Morgan was lodged with her attendants, awaiting her marriage to the King of Lothian. Morgause, who like everyone else in those days was afraid of me, obeyed me and went, to practise her woman’s spells and nourish her bastard in exile. Which she did, as you will hear, at her sister Morgan’s expense.


  But of that later. It would be better, now, to go back to the time when, in the breaking of a new and auspicious day, with Morgause out of mind and on her way to York, Arthur Pendragon sat in Luguvallium of Rheged to receive homage, and the sun shone.


  I was not there. I had already done homage, in the small hours between moonlight and sunrise, in the forest shrine where Arthur had lifted the sword of Maximus from the stone altar, and by that act declared himself the rightful King. Afterwards, when he, with the other princes and nobles, had gone in all the pomp and splendour of triumph, I had stayed alone in the shrine. I had a debt to pay to the gods of the place.


  It was called a chapel now—the Perilous Chapel, Arthur had named it—but it had been a holy place long before men had laid stone on stone and raised the altar. It was sacred first to the gods of the land itself, the small spirits that haunt hill and stream and forest, together with the greater gods of air, whose power breathes through cloud and frost and speaking wind. No one knew for whom the chapel had first been built. Later, with the Romans, had come Mithras, the soldiers’ god, and an altar was raised to him within it. But the place was still haunted with all its ancient holiness; the older gods received their sacrifices, and the nine-fold lights still burned unquenched by the open doorway.


  All through the years when Arthur had been hidden, for his own safety, with Count Ector in the Wild Forest, I had stayed near him, known only as the keeper of the shrine, the hermit of the Chapel in the Green. Here I had finally hidden the great sword of Maximus (whom the Welsh called Macsen), until the boy should come of an age to lift it, and with it drive the kingdom’s enemies out and destroy them. The Emperor Maximus himself had done so, a hundred years before, and men thought of the great sword now as a talisman, a god-sent sword of magic, to be wielded only for victory, and only by the man who had the right. I, Merlinus Ambrosius, kin to Macsen, had lifted it from its long hiding-place in the earth, and had laid it aside for the one to come who would be greater than I. I hid it first in a flooded cave below the forest lake, then, finally, on the chapel altar, locked like carving in the stone, and shrouded from common sight and touch in the cold white fire called by my art from heaven.


  From this unearthly blaze, to the wonder and terror of all present, Arthur had raised the sword. Afterwards, when the new King and his nobles and captains had gone from the chapel, it could be seen that the wildfire of the new god had scoured the place of all that had formerly been held sacred, leaving only the altar, to be freshly decked for him alone.


  I had long known that this god brooked no companions. He was not mine, nor (I suspected) would he ever be Arthur’s, but throughout the sweet three corners of Britain he was moving, emptying the ancient shrines, and changing the face of worship. I had seen with awe, and with grief, how his fires had swept away the signs of an older kind of holiness; but he had marked the Perilous Chapel—and perhaps the sword—as his own, beyond denying.


  So all through that day I worked to make the shrine clean again and fit for its new tenant. It took a long time; I was stiff from recent hurts, and from a night of sleepless vigil; besides, there are things that must be performed decently and in order. But at length all was done, and when, shortly before sunset, the servant of the shrine came back from the town, I took the horse he had brought, and rode down through the quiet woods.


  
    It was late when I came to the gates, but these were open, and no one challenged me as I rode in. The place was still in a roar; the sky was alight with bonfires, the air throbbed with singing, and through the smoke one could smell roasting meats and the reek of wine. Even the presence of the dead King, lying there in the monastery church with his guards around him, could not put a bridle on men’s tongues. The times were too full of happening, the town too small: only the very old and the very young found sleep that night.

  


  I found none, certainly. It was well after midnight when my servant came in, and after him Ralf.


  He ducked his head for the lintel—he was a tall young man—and waited till the door was shut, regarding me with a look as wary as any he had ever given me in the past when he had been my page, and feared my powers.


  ‘You’re still up?’


  ‘As you see.’ I was sitting in the high-backed chair beside the window. The servant had brought a brazier, kindled against the chill of the September night. I had bathed, and looked to my hurts again, and let the servant put me into a loose bedgown, before I sent him away and composed myself to rest. After the climax of fire and pain and glory that had brought Arthur to the kingship, I, who had lived my life only for that, felt the need for solitude and silence. Sleep would not come yet, but I sat, content and passive, with my eyes on the brazier’s idle glow.


  Ralf, still armed and jewelled as I had seen him that morning at Arthur’s side in the chapel, looked tired and hollow-eyed himself, but he was young, and the night’s climax was for him a new beginning, rather than an end. He said, abruptly: ‘You should be resting. I gather that you were attacked last night on the way up to the chapel. How badly were you hurt?’


  ‘Not mortally, though it feels bad enough! No, no, don’t worry, it was bruises rather than wounds, and I’ve seen to them. But I’m afraid I lamed your horse for you. I’m sorry about that.’


  ‘I’ve seen him. There’s no real damage. It will take a week, no more. But you—you look exhausted, Merlin. You should be given time to rest.’


  ‘And am I not to be?’ As he hesitated, I lifted a brow at him. ‘Come, out with it. What don’t you want to say to me?’


  The wary look broke into something like a grin. But his voice, suddenly formal, was quite expressionless, the voice of a courtier who is not quite sure which way, as they say, the deer will run. ‘Prince Merlin, the King has desired me to bid you to his apartments. He wants to see you as soon as it is convenient for you.’ As he spoke his eye lingered on the door in the wall opposite the window. Until last night Arthur had slept in that annexe of my chamber, and had come and gone at my bidding. Ralf caught my eye, and the grin became real.


  ‘In other words, straight away,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, Merlin, but that’s the message as it came to me through the chamberlain. They might have left it till morning. I was assuming you would be asleep.’


  ‘Sorry? For what? Kings have to start somewhere. Has he had any rest yet himself?’


  ‘Not a hope. But he’s got rid of the crowd at last, and they cleared the royal rooms while we were up at the shrine. He’s there now.’


  ‘Attended?’


  ‘Only Bedwyr.’


  That, I knew, meant, besides his friend Bedwyr, a small host of chamberers and servants, and possibly, even a few people still waiting in the antechambers.


  ‘Then ask him to excuse me for a few minutes. I’ll be there as soon as I’ve dressed. Will you send Lleu to me, please?’


  But this he would not have. The servant was sent with the message, and then, as naturally as he had done in the past when he was a boy. Ralf helped me himself. He took the bedgown from me and folded it, and gently, with care for my stiff limbs, eased me into a day-robe, then knelt to put my sandals on and fasten them.


  ‘Did the day go well?’ I asked him.


  ‘Very well. No shadow on it.’


  ‘Lot of Lothian?’


  He glanced up, grimly amused. ‘Kept his place. The affair of the chapel has left its brand on him … as it has on all of us.’ The last phrase was muttered, as if to himself, as he bent his head to buckle the second sandal.


  ‘On me, too, Ralf,’ I said. ‘I am not immune from the god’s fire, either. As you see. How is Arthur?’


  ‘Still on his own high and burning cloud.’ This time the amusement held affection. He got to his feet. ‘All the same, I think he’s already looking ahead for storms. Now, your girdle. Is this the one?’


  ‘It will do. Thank you. Storms? So soon? I suppose so.’ I took the girdle from him and knotted it. ‘Do you intend to stay with him, Ralf, and help him weather them, or do you count your duty done?’ Ralf had spent the last nine years in Galava of Rheged, the remote corner of the country where Arthur had lived, unknown, as the ward of Count Ector. He had married a northern girl, and had a young family.


  ‘To tell you the truth I’ve not thought about that yet,’ he said. ‘Too much has happened, all too quickly.’ He laughed. ‘One thing, if I stay with him, I can see that I’ll look back with longing on the peaceful days when I had nothing to do but ride guard on those young dev—that is, on Bedwyr and the King! And you? You will hardly stay here as the hermit of the Green Chapel now? Will you come out of your fastness, and go with him?’


  ‘I must. I have promised. Besides, it is my place. Not yours, though, unless you wish it. Between us, we made him King, and that is the end of the first part of the story. You have a choice now. But you’ll have plenty of time to make it.’ He opened the door for me, and stood aside to let me pass him. I paused. ‘We whistled up a strong wind, Ralf. Let us see which way it will blow us.’


  ‘You’d let it?’


  I laughed. ‘I have a speaking mind that tells me I may have to. Come, let us start by obeying this summons.’


  
    There were a few people still in the main antechamber to the King’s apartments, but these were mostly servants, clearing and bearing away the remains of a meal which the King had apparently just finished. Guards stood woodenly at the door to the inner rooms. On a low bench near a window a young page lay, fast asleep; I remembered seeing him when I had come this way three days ago to talk with the dying Uther. Ulfin, the King’s body-servant and chief chamberlain, was absent. I could guess where he was. He would serve the new King with all the devotion he had given to Uther, but tonight he would be found with his old master in the monastery church. The man who waited by Arthur’s door was a stranger to me, as were half the servants there; they were men and women who normally served Rheged’s own king in his castle, and who were helping with the extra pressure of work brought by the occasion, and by the High King’s presence.

  


  But they all knew me. As I entered the antechamber there was a sudden silence, and a complete cessation of movement, as if a spell had been cast. A servant carrying platters balanced along his arm, froze like someone faced with the Gorgon’s head, and faces that turned to me were frozen similarly, pale and gape-mouthed, full of awe. I caught Ralf’s eye on me, sardonic and affectionate. His brow quirked. ‘You see?’ it said to me, and I understood more fully his own hesitation when he came to my room with the King’s message. As my servant and companion he had been close to me in the past, and had many times, in prophecy, and in what men call magic, watched and felt my power at work; but the power that had blazed and blown through the Perilous Chapel last night had been something of quite a different order. I could only guess at the stories that must have run, swift and changing as the wildfire itself, through Luguvallium: it was certain that the humbler folk had talked of nothing else all day. And like all strange tales, it would grow with the telling.


  So they stood staring. As for the awe that frosted the air, like the cold wind that comes before a ghost, I was used to that. I walked through the motionless crowd to the King’s door, and the guard moved aside without a challenge, but before the chamberlain could lay a hand to the door it opened, and Bedwyr came out.


  Bedwyr was a quiet, dark boy, a month or two younger than Arthur. His father was Ban, the King of Benoic, and a cousin of a king of Brittany. The two boys had been close friends since childhood, when Bedwyr had been sent to Galava to learn the arts of war from Ector’s master-at-arms, and to share the lessons I gave ‘Emrys’ (as Arthur was then called) at the shrine in the Wild Forest. He was already showing himself to be that strange contradiction, a born fighting man who is also a poet, at home equally with action or with the world of fancy and music. Pure Celt, you might say, where Arthur, like my father the High King Ambrosius, was Roman. I might have expected to see in Bedwyr’s face the same awe left by the events of the miraculous night as in the faces of the humbler men present, but I could see only the aftermath of joy, a sort of uncomplicated happiness, and a sturdy trust in the future.


  He stood aside for me, smiling. ‘He’s alone now.’


  ‘Where will you sleep?’


  ‘My father is lodging in the west tower.’


  ‘Goodnight, then, Bedwyr.’


  But as I moved to pass him he prevented me. He bent quickly and took my hand, then snatched it to him, and kissed it. ‘I should have known you would see that it all came right. I was afraid, for a few minutes there in the hall, when Lot and his jackals started that treacherous fracas—’


  ‘Hush,’ I said. He had spoken softly, but there were ears to hear. ‘That’s over for the present. Leave it. And go straight to your father in the west tower. Do you understand?’


  The dark eyes glimmered. ‘King Lot lodges, they tell me, in the eastern one?’


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘Don’t worry. I’ve already had the same warning from Emrys. Goodnight, Merlin.’


  ‘Goodnight, and a peaceful sleep to us all. We need it.’


  He grinned, sketched a half salute, and went. I nodded to the waiting servant, and went in. The door shut behind me.


  The royal rooms had been cleared of the apparatus of sickness, and the great bed stripped of its crimson covers. The floor tiles were freshly scoured and polished, and over the bed lay new unbleached sheets, and a rug of wolfskins. The chair with the red cushion and the dragon worked on the back in gold stood there still, with its footstool and the tall tripod lamp beside it. The windows were open to the cool September night, and the air from them sent the lampflames sideways, and made strange shadows on the painted walls.


  Arthur was alone. He was over by a window, one knee on a stool that stood there, his elbows on the sill. The window gave, not on the town, but on the strip of garden that edged the river. He gazed out into the dark, and I thought I could see him drinking, as from another river, deep draughts of the fresh and moving air. His hair was damp, as if he had just washed, but he was still in the clothes he had worn for the day’s ceremonies; white and silver, with a belt of Welsh gold set with turquoises and buckled with enamel-work. He had taken off his sword-belt, and the great sword Caliburn hung in its sheath on the wall beyond the bed. The lamplight smouldered in the jewels of the hilt; emerald, topaz, sapphire. It flashed, too, from the ring on the boy’s hand; Uther’s ring, carved with the Dragon crest.


  He heard me, and turned. He looked rarefied and light, as if the winds of the day had blown through him and left him weightless. His skin had the stretched pallor of exhaustion, but his eyes were brilliant and alive. About him, already there and unmistakable, was the mystery that falls like a mantle on a king. It was in his high look, and the turn of his head. Never again would ‘Emrys’ be able to lurk in shadow. I wondered afresh how, through all those hidden years, we had kept him safe and secret among lesser men.


  ‘You wanted me,’ I said.


  ‘I’ve wanted you all day. You promised to be near me while I went through this business of hatching into a king. Where were you?’


  ‘Within call, if not within reach. I was at the shrine—the chapel—till almost sunset. I though you’d be busy.’


  He gave a little crack of laughter. ‘You call it that? It felt like being eaten alive. Or perhaps like being born … and a hard birth, at that. I said “hatching”, didn’t I? Suddenly to find oneself a prince is hard enough, but even that is as different from being a king as the egg is from the day-old chick.’


  ‘At least make it an eaglet.’


  ‘In time, perhaps. That’s been the trouble, of course. Time, there’s been no time. One moment to be nobody—someone’s unacknowledged bastard, and glad to be given the chance to get within shouting distance of a battle, with maybe a glimpse of the King himself in passing; the next—having drawn a couple of breaths as Prince and royal heir—to be High King myself, and with such a flourish as no king can ever have had before. I still feel as if I’d been kicked up the steps of the throne from a kneeling position right down on the floor.’


  I smiled. ‘I know how you feel, more or less. I was never kicked half as high, but then I was a great deal lower down to start with. Now, can you slow down sufficiently to get some sleep? Tomorrow will be here soon enough. Do you want a sleeping potion?’


  ‘No, no, when did I ever? I’ll sleep as soon as you’ve gone. Merlin, I’m sorry to ask you to come here at this late hour, but I had to talk to you, and there’s been no chance till now. Nor will there be tomorrow.’


  He came away from the window as he spoke, and crossed to a table where papers and tablets were lying. He picked up a stilus and, with the blunt end, smoothed the wax. He did it absently, his head bent so that the dark hair swung forward, and the lamplight slid over the line of his cheek and touched the black lashes fringing the lowered lids. My eyes blurred. Time ran back. It was Ambrosius my father who stood there, fidgeting with the stilus, and saying to me: ‘If a king had you beside him, he could rule the world …’


  Well, his dream had come true at last, and the time was now. I blinked memory away, and waited for the day-old king to speak.


  ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said abruptly. ‘The Saxon army was not utterly destroyed, and I have had no firm report yet about Colgrim himself, or Badulf. I think they both got safely away. We may hear within the next day or so that they have taken ship and gone, either home across the sea, or back to the Saxon territories in the south. Or they may simply have taken refuge in the wild lands north of the Wall, and be hoping to regroup when they have gathered strength again.’ He looked up. ‘I have no need to pretend to you, Merlin. I am not a seasoned warrior, and I’ve no means of judging how decisive that defeat was, or what the possibilities are of a Saxon recovery. I’ve taken advice, of course. I called a quick council at sunset, when the other business was concluded. I sent for—that is, I would have liked you to be there, but you were still up at the chapel. Coel couldn’t be there, either … You’d know he was wounded, of course; you probably saw him yourself? What are his chances?’


  ‘Slight. He’s an old man, as you know, and he got a nasty slash. He bled too much before help got to him.’


  ‘I was afraid of it. I did go to see him, but was told he was unconscious, and they were afraid of inflammation of the lungs … Well, Prince Urbgen, his heir, came in his stead, with Cador, and Caw of Strathclyde. Ector and Ban of Benoic were there, too. I talked it over with them, and they all say the same thing; someone will have to follow Colgrim up. Caw has to go north again as soon as may be; he has his own frontier to hold. Urbgen must stay here in Rheged, with his father the king at death’s door. So the obvious choice would be Lot or Cador. Well, it cannot be Lot, I think you will agree there? For all his oath of fealty, there in the chapel, I won’t trust him yet, and certainly not within reach of Colgrim.’


  ‘I agree. You’ll send Cador, then? You can surely have no more doubts of him?’


  Cador, Duke of Cornwall, was indeed the obvious choice. He was a man in the prime of his strength, a seasoned fighter, and loyal. I had once mistakenly thought him Arthur’s enemy, and indeed he had had cause to be; but Cador was a man of sense, judicious and far-sighted, who could see beyond his hatred of Uther to the larger vision of a Britain united against the Saxon Terror. So he had supported Arthur. And Arthur, up there in the Perilous Chapel, had declared Cador and his sons the heirs to the kingdom.


  So Arthur said merely: ‘How could I?’ and scowled for a moment longer at the stilus. Then he dropped it on the table, and straightened. ‘The thing is, with my own leadership so new—’ He looked up then, and saw me smiling. The frown vanished, to be replaced by a look I knew; eager, impetuous, the look of a boy, but with, behind it, a man’s will that would burn its way through any opposition. His eyes danced. ‘Yes, you’re right, as usual. I’m going myself.’


  ‘And Cador with you?’


  ‘No. I think I must go without him. After what happened, my father’s death, and then the’—he hesitated—‘then what happened up in the chapel yonder … If there is to be more fighting, I must be there myself, to lead the armies, and be seen to finish the work we started.’


  He paused, as if still expecting question or protest, but I made none.


  ‘I thought you would try to prevent me.’


  ‘No. Why? I agree with you. You have to prove yourself to be above luck.’


  ‘That’s it exactly.’ He thought for a moment. ‘It’s hard to put it into words, but ever since you brought me to Luguvallium and presented me to the King, it has seemed—not like a dream exactly, but as if something were using me, using all of us …’


  ‘Yes. A strong wind blowing, and carrying us all with it.’


  ‘And now the wind has died down,’ he said, soberly, ‘and we are left to live life by our own strength only. As if—well, as if it had all been magic and miracles, and now they had gone. Have you noticed, Merlin, that not one man has spoken of what happened up yonder in the shrine? Already it’s as if it had happened well in the past, in some song or story.’


  ‘One can see why. The magic was real, and too strong for many of those who witnessed it, but it has burned down into the memories of all who saw it, and into the memory of the folk who make the songs and legends. Well, that is for the future. But we are here, now, and with the work still to do. And one thing is certain; only you can do it. So you must go ahead and do it in your own way.’


  The young face relaxed. His hands flattened on the table as he leaned his weight on them. For the first time it could be seen that he was very tired, and that it was a kind of relief to let the weariness sweep over him, and with it the need for sleep.


  ‘I should have known you would understand. So you see why I must go myself, without Cador. He didn’t like it, I confess, but he saw the point in the end. And to be honest, I would have liked him with me … But this is something I must do alone. You might say it’s as much for my own reassurance as for the people’s. I can say that to you.’


  ‘Do you need reassurance?’


  A hint of a smile. ‘Not really. In the morning I shall probably be able to believe everything that happened on the battlefield, and know it for real, but now it’s still like being in the edges of a dream. Tell me, Merlin, can I ask Cador to go south to escort Queen Ygraine, my mother, from Cornwall?’


  ‘There’s no reason why not. He is Duke of Cornwall, so since Uther’s death her home at Tintagel must fall under his protection. If Cador was able to sink his hatred of Uther into the common weal, he must long ago have been able to forgive Ygraine for her betrayal of his father. And now you have declared his sons your heirs to the High Kingdom, so all scores are paid. Yes, send Cador.’


  He looked relieved. ‘Then all’s well. I’ve already sent a courier to her, of course, with the news. Cador should meet her on the road. They will be in Amesbury by the time my father’s body arrives there for burial.’


  ‘Do I take it, then, that you want me to escort the body to Amesbury?’


  ‘If you will. I cannot possibly go myself, as I should, and it must be royally escorted. Better you, perhaps, who knew him, than I, who am so recently royal. Besides, if he is to lie beside Ambrosius in the Dance of the Hanging Stones, you should be there to see the king-stone shifted and the grave made. You’ll do that?’


  ‘Certainly. It should take us, going in a seemly way, about nine days.’


  ‘By that time I should be there myself.’ A sudden flash. ‘With average luck, that is, I’m expecting word soon, about Colgrim. I’ll be going after him in about four hours’ time, as soon as it’s full light. Bedwyr goes with me,’ he added, as if that should be a comfort and a reassurance.


  ‘And what of King Lot, since I have gathered he does not go with you?’


  At that I got a bland look, and a tone as smooth as any politician’s. ‘He leaves, too, at first light. Not for his own land … Not, that is, until I find which way Colgrim went. No, I urged King Lot to go straight to York. I believe Queen Ygraine will go there after the burial, and Lot can receive her. Then, once his marriage with my sister Morgan is celebrated, I suppose I can count him an ally, like it or not. And the rest of the fighting, whatever comes between now and Christmas-time, I can do without him.’


  ‘So, I shall see you in Amesbury. And after that?’


  ‘Caerleon,’ he said, without hesitation. ‘If the wars allow it, I shall go there. I’ve never seen it, and from what Cador tells me, it must be my headquarters now.’


  ‘Until the Saxons break the treaty and move in from the south.’


  ‘As of course they will. Until then. God send there will be time to breathe first.’


  ‘And to build another stronghold.’


  He looked up quickly. ‘Yes. I was thinking of that. You’ll be there to do it?’ Then, with sudden urgency: ‘Merlin, you swear you will always be there?’


  ‘As long as I am needed. Though it seems to me,’ I added lightly, ‘that the eaglet is fledging fast enough already.’ Then, because I knew what lay behind the sudden uncertainty: ‘I shall wait for you at Amesbury, and I shall be there to present you to your mother.’


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  Amesbury is little more than a village, but since Ambrosius’ day it has taken some kind of grandeur to itself, as befits his birthplace, and its nearness to the great monument of the Hanging Stones that stand on the windy Sarum plain. This is a linked circle of vast stones, a gigantic Dance, which was raised first in times beyond men’s memory. I had (by what folk persisted in seeing as ‘magic art’) rebuilt the Dance to be Britain’s monument of glory, and the burial-place of her kings. Here Uther was to lie beside his brother Ambrosius.


  We brought his body without incident to Amesbury, and left it in the monastery there, wrapped in spices and coffined in hollowed oak, under its purple pall before the chapel altar. The King’s guard (who had ridden south with his body) stood vigil, and the monks and nuns of Amesbury prayed beside the bier. Queen Ygraine being a Christian, the dead king was to be buried with all the rites and ceremonies of the Christian church, though in life he had barely troubled even to pay lip-service to the Christians’ God. Even now he lay with gold coins glinting on his eyelids, to pay the fee of a ferryman who had exacted such toll for centuries longer than Saint Peter of the Gate. The chapel itself had apparently been erected on the site of a Roman shrine; it was little more than an oblong erection of daub and wattle, with wooden shafts holding up a roof of thatch, but it had a floor of fine mosaic work, scrubbed clean and hardly damaged. This, showing scrolls of vine and acanthus, could offend no Christian souls, and a woven rug lay centrally, probably to cover whatever pagan god or goddess floated naked among the grapes.


  The monastery reflected something of Amesbury’s new prosperity. It was a miscellaneous collection of buildings huddled anyhow around a cobbled yard, but these were in good repair, and the Abbot’s house, which had been vacated for the Queen and her train, was well built of stone, with wooden flooring, and a big fireplace at one end with a chimney.


  The headman of the village, too, had a good house, which he made haste to offer me for lodging, but, explaining that the King would follow me soon, I left him in an uproar of extra preparation, and betook myself with my servants to the tavern. This was small, with little pretension to comfort, but it was clean, and fires were kept burning high against the autumn chills. The innkeeper remembered me from the time I had lodged there during the rebuilding of the Dance; he still showed the awe that the exploit had raised in him, and made haste to give me the best room, and to promise me fresh poultry and a mutton pie for supper. He showed relief when I told him that I had brought two servants with me, who would serve me in my own chamber, and banished his own staring potboys to their posts at the kitchen burners.


  The servants I had brought were two of Arthur’s. In recent years, living alone in the Wild Forest, I had cared for myself, and now had none of my own. One was a small, lively man from the hills of Gwynedd; the other was Ulfin, who had been Uther’s own servant. The late King had taken him from a rough servitude, and had shown him kindness which Ulfin repaid with devotion. This would now belong to Arthur, but it would have been cruel to deny Ulfin the chance of following his master’s body on its last journey, so I had asked for him by name. By my orders he had gone to the chapel with the bier, and I doubted if I would see him before the funeral was over. Meantime the Welshman, Lleu, unpacked my boxes and bespoke hot water, and sent the more intelligent of the landlord’s boys across to the monastery with a message from me to be delivered to the Queen on her arrival. In it I bade her welcome, and offered to wait on her as soon as she should be rested enough to send for me. News of the happenings in Luguvallium she had had already; now I added merely that Arthur was not yet in Amesbury, but was expected in time for the burial.


  I was not in Amesbury when her party arrived. I rode out to the Giants’ Dance to see that all was ready for the ceremony, to be told on my return that the Queen and her escort had arrived shortly after noon, and that Ygraine with her ladies was settled into the Abbot’s house. Her summons to me came just as afternoon dimmed into evening.


  The sun had gone down in a clouded sky, and when, refusing the offer of an escort, I walked the short distance to the monastery, it was already almost dark. The night was heavy as a pall, a mourning sky, where no stars shone. I remembered the great king-star that had blazed for Ambrosius’ death, and my thoughts went again to the king who lay nearby in the chapel, with monks for mourners, and the guards like statues beside the bier. And Ulfin who, alone of all those who saw him die, had wept for him.


  A chamberlain met me at the monastery gate. Not the monks’ porter; this was one of the Queen’s own servants, a royal chamberlain I recognised from Cornwall. He knew who I was, of course, and bowed very low, but I could see that he did not recall our last meeting. It was the same man, grown greyer and more bent, who had admitted me to the Queen’s presence some three months before Arthur’s birth, when she had promised to confide the child to my care. I had been disguised then, for fear of Uther’s enmity, and it was plain that the chamberlain did not recognise, in the tall prince at the gate, the humble, bearded ‘doctor’ who had called to consult with the Queen.


  He led me across the weedy courtyard towards the big, thatched building where the Queen was lodged. Cressets burned outside the door, and here and there along the wall, so that the poverty of the place showed starkly. After the wet summer weeds had sprouted freely between the cobbles, and the corners of the yard were waist high in nettles. Among these the wooden ploughs and mattocks of the working brothers stood, wrapped in sacking. Near one doorway was an anvil, and on a nail driven into the jamb hung a line of horse-shoes. A litter of thin black piglings tumbled squealing out of our way, and were called by a sow’s anxious grunting through the broken planks of a half-door. The holy men and women of Amesbury were simple folk. I wondered how the Queen was faring.


  I need not have feared for her. Ygraine had always been a lady who knew her own mind, and since her marriage to Uther she had kept a most queenly state, urged to this, possibly, by the very irregularity of that marriage. I remembered the Abbot’s house as a humble dwelling, clean and dry, but boasting no comfort. Now in a few short hours the Queen’s people had seen to it that it was luxurious. The walls, of undressed stone, had been hidden by hangings of scarlet and green and peacock blue, and one beautiful Eastern carpet that I had brought for her from Byzantium. The wooden floor was scrubbed white, and the benches that stood along the walls were piled with furs and cushions. A great fire of logs burned on the hearth. To one side of this was set a tall chair of gilded wood, cushioned in embroidered wool, with a footstool fringed with gold. Across from this stood another chair with a high back, and arms carved with dragons’ heads. The lamp was a five-headed dragon in bronze. The door to the Abbot’s austere sleeping-chamber stood open, and beyond it I caught a glimpse of a bed hung with blue, and the sheen of a silver fringe. Three or four women—two of them no more than girls—were busying themselves in the bedchamber, and over the table, which, at the end of the room away from the fire, stood ready for supper. Pages dressed in blue ran with dishes and flagons. Three white greyhounds lay as near to the fire as they dared go.


  As I entered, there was a pause in the bustle and chatter. All eyes turned to the doorway. A page bearing a wine-jar, caught within a yard of the door, checked, swerved, and stared, showing the whites of his eyes. Someone at the table dropped a wooden trencher, and the greyhounds pounced on the fallen cakes. The scrabbling of their claws and their munching were the only sounds in the room to be heard through the rustling of the fire.


  ‘Good evening,’ I said pleasantly. I answered the women’s reverences, watched gravely while a boy picked up the fallen trencher and kicked the dogs out of the way, then allowed myself to be ushered by the chamberlain towards the hearth-place.


  ‘The Queen—’ he was beginning, when the eyes turned from me to the inner door, and the greyhounds, arched and wagging, danced to meet the woman who came through it.


  But for the hounds, and the curtsying women, a stranger might have thought that here was the Abbess of the place come to greet me. The woman who entered was as much a contrast to the rich room as that room had been to the squalid courtyard. She was dressed from head to foot in black, with a white veil covering her hair, its ends thrown back over her shoulders, and its soft folds pinned to frame her face like a wimple. The sleeves of her gown were lined with some grey silken stuff, and there was a cross of sapphires on her breast, but to the sombre black and white of her mourning there was no other relief.


  It was a long time since I had seen Ygraine, and I expected to find her changed, but even so I was shocked at what I saw. Beauty was still there, in the lines of bone and the great dark-blue eyes and the queenly poise of her body; but grace had given way to dignity, and there was a thinness about the wrists and hands that I did not like, and shadows near her eyes almost as blue as the eyes themselves. This, not the ravages of time, was what shocked me. There were signs everywhere that a doctor could read all too clearly.


  But I was here as prince and emissary, not as physician. I returned her smile of greeting, bowed over her hand, and led her to the cushioned chair. At a sign from her the boys ran to collar the greyhounds and take them aside, and she settled herself, smoothing her skirt. One of the girls moved a footstool for her, and then, with lowered eyelids and folded hands, stayed beside her mistress’s chair.


  The Queen bade me be seated, and I obeyed her. Someone brought wine, and across the cups we exchanged the commonplaces of the meeting. I asked her how she did, but with purely formal courtesy, and I knew she could read nothing of my knowledge in my face.


  ‘And the King?’ she asked at length. The word came from her as if forced, with a kind of pain behind it.


  ‘Arthur promised to be here. I expect him tomorrow. There has been no news from the north, so we have no means of knowing if there has been more fighting. The lack of news need not alarm you; it only means that he will be here as soon as any courier he might have sent.’


  She nodded, with no sign of anxiety. Either she could not think much beyond her own loss, or she took my tranquil tone as a prophet’s reassurance. ‘Did he expect more fighting?’


  ‘He stayed as a cautionary measure, no more. The defeat of Colgrim’s men was decisive, but Colgrim himself escaped, as I wrote to you. We had no report on where he had gone. Arthur thought it better to make sure that the scattered Saxon forces could not re-form, at least while he came south for his father’s burial.’


  ‘He is young,’ she said, ‘for such a charge.’


  I smiled. ‘But ready for it, and more than able. Believe me, it was like seeing a young falcon take to the air, or a swan to the water. When I took leave of him, he had not slept for the better part of two nights, and was in high heart and excellent health.’


  ‘I am glad of it.’


  She spoke formally, without expression, but I thought it better to qualify. ‘The death of his father came as a shock and a grief, but as you will understand, Ygraine, it could not come very near his heart, and there was much to be done that crowded out sorrow.’


  ‘I have not been so fortunate,’ she said, very low, and looked down at her hands.


  I was silent, understanding. The passion that had driven Uther and this woman together, with a kingdom at stake for it, had not burned out with the years. Uther had been a man who needed women as most men need food and sleep, and when his kingly duties had taken him away from the Queen’s bed, his own was rarely empty; but when they were together he had never looked aside, nor given her cause for grief. They had loved each other, King and Queen, in the old high way of love, which had outlasted youth and health and the shifts of compromise and expediency which are the price of kingship. I had come to believe that their son Arthur, deprived as he had been of royal status, and brought up in obscurity, had fared better in his foster-home at Galava than he would have done at his father’s court, where, with both King and Queen, he would have come far behind the best.


  She looked up at last, her face serene again. ‘I had your letter, and Arthur’s, but there is so much more that I want to hear. Tell me what happened at Luguvallium. When he left to ride north against Colgrim, I knew he was not fit to do so. He swore he must take the field, even if he had to be carried in a litter. Which, I understand, is what happened?’


  For Ygraine, the ‘he’ of Luguvallium was certainly not her son. What she wanted was the story of Uther’s last days, not the tale of Arthur’s miraculous coming into his kingdom. I gave it to her.


  ‘Yes. It was a great fight, and he fought it greatly. They carried him to the battlefield in a chair, and all through the fighting his servants kept him there, in the very thick of the battle. I had Arthur brought down from Galava at his orders, for him to be publicly acknowledged, but Colgrim attacked suddenly, and the King had to take the field without making the proclamation. He kept Arthur near him, and when he saw the boy’s sword broken in the fight, threw him his own. I doubt if Arthur, in the heat of the battle, saw the gesture for what it was, but everyone else did who was near. It was a great gesture, made by a great man.’


  She did not speak, but her eyes rewarded me. Ygraine knew, none better, that Uther and I had never loved one another. Praise from me was something quite other than the flattery of the court.


  ‘And afterwards the King sat back in his chair and watched his son carry the fight through to the enemy, and, untried as he was, bear his part in the rout of the Saxons. So later, when he presented the boy at last to the nobles and the captains, his work was half done. They had seen the sword of kingship handed over, and they had seen how worthily it had been used. But there was, in fact, some opposition …’


  I hesitated. It was that very opposition that had killed Uther; only a few hours before time, but as surely as the blow from an axe. And King Lot, who had led the opposing faction, was contracted to marry Ygraine’s daughter Morgan.


  Ygraine said calmly: ‘Ah, yes. The King of Lothian. I heard something of it. Tell me.’


  I should have known her. I gave her the whole story, omitting nothing. The roaring opposition, the treachery, the sudden, silencing death of the King. I told her of Arthur’s eventual acclamation by the company, though dwelling lightly on my part in that : (‘If he has indeed got the sword of Macsen, he got it by God’s gift, and if he has Merlin beside him, then by any god he follows, I follow him!’) Nor did I dwell on the scene in the chapel, but told her merely of the oath-taking, of Lot’s submission, and Arthur’s declaration of Gorlois’ son Cador as his heir.


  At this, for the first time, the beautiful eyes lighted, and she smiled. I could see that this was news to her, and must go some way to assuaging the guilt of her own part in Gorlois’ death. Apparently Cador, either through delicacy, or because he and Ygraine still held aloof from one another, had not told her himself. She put out her hand for her wine, and sat sipping it while I finished the tale, the smile still on her mouth.


  One other thing, one most important thing, would also have been news to her; but of this I said nothing. But the unspoken part of the tale was loud in my own mind, so that when Ygraine spoke next, I must have jumped like a dog to the whip. ‘And Morgause?’


  ‘Madam?’


  ‘You have not spoken of her. She must have grieved for her father. It was a fortunate thing that she could be near him. He and I have both had cause to thank God for her skills.’


  I said, neutrally: ‘She nursed him with devotion. I am sure that she will miss him bitterly.’


  ‘Does she come south with Arthur?’


  ‘No. She has gone to York, to be with her sister Morgan.’


  To my relief, she asked no more questions about Morgause, but turned the subject, asking where I was lodged.


  ‘In the tavern,’ I told her. ‘I know it from the old days, when I was working here. It’s a simple kind of place, but they have taken pains to make me comfortable. I shan’t be here for long.’ I glanced round me at the glowing room. ‘For yourself, do you plan a long stay, Madam?’


  ‘A few days only.’ If she had noticed my look at the luxury surrounding her, she gave no sign of it. I, who am not normally wise in the ways of women, realised, suddenly, that the richness and beauty of the place was not for Ygraine’s own comfort, but had been deliberately contrived as a setting for her first meeting with her son. The scarlet and gold, the scents and waxlights, were this ageing woman’s shield and enchanted sword.


  ‘Tell me—’ She spoke abruptly, straight out of the preoccupation that, through all else, bound her: ‘Does he blame me?’


  It was the measure of my respect for Ygraine that I answered her directly, with no pretence that the subject was not uppermost in my mind as well. ‘I think you need have no fear of this meeting. When he first knew of his parentage, and of his inheritance, he wondered why you and the King had seen fit to deny him that birthright. He could not be blamed if, at first, he felt himself wronged. He had already begun to suspect that he was royal, but he assumed that—as in my case—the royalty came sideways … When he knew the truth, with the elation came the wondering. But—and I swear that this is true—he gave no hint of bitterness or anger; he was anxious only to know why. When I had told him the story of his birth and fostering, he said—and I will give you his exact words—“I see it as you say she saw it; that to be a prince one must be ruled always by necessity. She did not give me up for nothing.” ’


  There was a little silence. Through it I heard echoing, unspoken save in my memory, the words with which he had finished: ‘I was better in the Wild Forest, thinking myself motherless, and your bastard, Merlin, than waiting yearly in my father’s castle for the Queen to bear another child to supplant me.’


  Her lips relaxed, and I saw her sigh. The soft underlids of her eyes had a faint tremor, which stilled as if a finger had been laid on a thrumming string. Colour came into her face, and she looked at me as she had looked all those years ago, when she had begged me to take the baby away and hide him from Uther’s anger. ‘Tell me … what is he like?’


  I smiled slightly. ‘Did they not tell you, when they brought you news of the battle?’


  ‘Oh, yes, they told me. He is as tall as an oak tree and as strong as Fionn, and slew nine hundred men with his own hand alone. He is Ambrosius come again, or Maximus himself, with a sword like the lightning, and the witch-light round him in battle like the pictures of the gods at the fall of Troy. And he is Merlin’s shadow and spirit, and a great hound follows him everywhere, to whom he speaks as to a familiar.’ Her eyes danced. ‘You may guess from all this that the messengers were black Cornishmen from Cador’s troop. They would always rather sing a poem than state a fact. I want fact.’


  She always had. Like her, Arthur had dealt with facts, even as a child; he left the poetry to Bedwyr. I gave her what she wanted. ‘The last bit is almost true, but they got it the wrong way round. It is Merlin who is Arthur’s shadow and spirit, like the great hound who is real enough; that’s Cabal, his dog that his friend Bedwyr gave him. For the rest, what shall I say? You’ll see for yourself tomorrow … He is tall, and favours Uther rather than you, though he has my father’s colouring; his eyes and hair are as dark as mine. He is strong, and full of courage and endurance—all the things your Cornishmen told you, brought down to life-size. He has the hot blood and high temper of youth, and he can be impulsive or arrogant, but under it all he has hard sense and a growing power of control, like any good man of his age. And he has what I consider a very great virtue. He is willing to listen to me.’


  This won another smile from her, with real warmth in it. ‘You mean to jest, but I am with you in counting that a virtue! He is lucky to have you. As a Christian, I am not allowed to believe in your magic—indeed, I do not believe in it as the common folk do; but whatever it is, and wherever it comes from, I have seen your power working, and I know that it is good, and that you are wise. I believe that whatever owns and moves you is what I call God. Stay with my son.’


  ‘I shall stay as long as he needs me.’


  Silence fell between us then, while we both looked at the fire. Ygraine’s eyes dreamed under their long shadowed lids, and her face grew still once more, and tranquil; but I thought it was the waiting stillness of the forest depth, where overhead the boughs roar in the wind, and the trees feel the storms shaking them to the very root.


  A boy came tiptoeing to kneel on the hearth and pile fresh logs on the fire. Flames crept, crackled, leaped into light. I watched them. For me, too, the pause was merely one of waiting; the flames were only flames.


  The boy went away quietly. The girl took the goblet from the Queen’s relaxed hand, and held her own out, a timid gesture, for my cup. She was a pretty creature, slim as a wand, with grey eyes and light-brown hair. She looked half-scared of me, and was careful, as I gave her the cup, not to touch my hand. She went quickly away with the empty vessels. I said softly: ‘Ygraine, is your physician here with you?’


  Her eyelids fluttered. She did not look at me, but answered as softly. ‘Yes. He travels with me always.’


  ‘Who is it?’


  ‘His name is Melchior. He says he knows you.’


  ‘Melchior? A young man I met in Pergamum when I studied medicine there?’


  ‘The same. Not so young now. He was with me when Morgan was born.’


  ‘He is a good man,’ I said, satisfied.


  She glanced at me sideways. The girl was still out of hearing, with the rest of the women at the other side of the room. ‘I should have known I could hide nothing from you. You won’t let my son know?’


  I promised readily. That she was mortally ill I had known as soon as I saw her, but Arthur, not knowing her, and having no skill in medicine, might notice nothing. Time enough for that later. Now was for beginnings rather than endings.


  The girl came and whispered to the Queen, who nodded and stood up. I rose with her. The chamberlain was advancing with some ceremony, lending the borrowed chamber yet another touch of royalty. The Queen half turned to me, her hand lifting to invite me with her to table, when suddenly the scene was interrupted. From somewhere outside came the distant call of a trumpet; then another, nearer, and then, all at once, the clash and excitement of arriving horsemen, somewhere beyond the monastery walls.


  Ygraine’s head went up, with something of the old lift of youth and courage. She stood very still. ‘The King?’ Her voice was light and quick. Round the listening room, like an echo, went the rustle and murmur of the women. The girl beside the Queen was as taut as a bow string, and I saw a vivid blush of excitement run up clear from neck to forehead.


  ‘He is early,’ I said. My voice sounded flat and precise. I was subduing a pulse in my own wrist, which had quickened with the swelling hoof-beats. Fool, I told myself, fool. He is about his own business now. You loosed him, and lost him; that is one hawk who will never be hooded again. Stay back in the shadows, king’s prophet; see your visions and dream your dreams. Leave life to him, and wait for his need.


  A knock at the door, and a servant’s quick voice. The chamberlain went bustling, but before him a boy came pelting with the message hurriedly relayed, and stripped of its courtly phrasing:


  ‘With the Queen’s leave … The King is here and wants Prince Merlin. Now, he says.’


  As I went I heard the silent room break into hubbub behind me, as the pages were sent scurrying to refurbish the tables, and bring fresh waxlights and scents and wine; and the women, clucking and crooning like a yardful of fowl, bustled after the Queen into the bedchamber.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 3


  ‘She’s here, they tell me?’ Arthur was hindering, rather than helping, a servant drag off his muddied boots. Ulfin had after all come back from the chapel; I could hear him in the adjoining room, directing the servants of the household in the unpacking and bestowing of Arthur’s clothes and furnishings. Outside, the town seemed to have burst open with noise and torches and the stamping of horses and the shouting of orders. Now and again one could hear, distinct through the hubbub, the squealing giggle of a girl. Not everyone in Amesbury was in mourning.


  The King himself gave little sign of it. He kicked free of his boots at last and shrugged the heavy cloak off his shoulders. His eyes came to me in an exact parody of Ygraine’s sidelong look. ‘Have you spoken with her?’


  ‘Yes. I’ve just left her. She was about to give me supper, but now I think she plans to feed you instead. She only got here today, and you’ll find her tired, but she has had some rest, and she’ll rest again all the better for having seen you. We hardly expected you before morning.’


  ‘ “Caesar-speed.” ’ He grinned, quoting one of my father’s phrases; no doubt I, as his teacher, had over-used it rather. ‘Only myself and a handful, of course. We pushed ahead. The rest of them will come up later. I trust they will be here in time for the burial.’


  ‘Who is coming?’


  ‘Maelgon of Gwynedd, and his son Maelgon. Urbgen’s brother from Rheged—old Coel’s third son, his name’s Morien, isn’t it? Caw couldn’t come either, so he’s sent Riderch—not Heuil, I’m glad to say, I never could stand that foul-mouthed braggart. Then let me see, Ynyr and Gwilim, Bors … and I am told that Ceretic of Elmet is on his way from Loidis.’


  He went on to name a few others. It seemed that most of the northern kings had sent sons or substitutes; naturally with the remnant of the Saxon armies still haunting the north they would want to stay watching their own borders. So much, indeed, Arthur was saying through the splashing of the water his servant poured for him to wash himself in. ‘Bedwyr’s father went home, too. He pleaded some urgency, but between ourselves I think he wanted to keep an eye for me on Lot’s movements.’


  ‘And Lot?’


  ‘Headed for York. I took the precaution of having him watched. Sure enough he’s on his way. Is Morgan there still, or did she come south to meet the Queen?’


  ‘She’s still at York. There is one king you haven’t mentioned yet.’


  The servant gave him a towel, and Arthur disappeared into it, scrubbing his wet hair dry. His voice came muffled. ‘Who?’


  ‘Colgrim.’ I said, mildly.


  He emerged abruptly from the towel, skin glowing and eyes bright. He looked, I thought, about ten years old. ‘Need you ask?’ The voice was not ten years old; it was a man’s, full of mock arrogance, which under the mischief was real. Well, you gods, I thought, you put him there; you cannot count this as hubris. But I caught myself making the sign.


  ‘No, but I am asking.’


  He was serious at once.


  ‘It was tougher work than we’d expected. You might say that the second half of the battle was still to fight. We broke their strength at Luguvallium, and Badulf has died of wounds, but Colgrim was unhurt, and rallied what was left of his forces some way to the east. It wasn’t just a case of hunting down fugitives; they had a formidable force there, and a desperate one. If we had gone in any less strength, they might even have turned the tables on us. I doubt if they would have attacked again—they were making for the east coast, and home, but we caught them halfway there, and they made a stand on the Glein river. Do you know that part of the country?’


  ‘Not well.’


  ‘It’s wild and hilly, deep in forest, with river glens winding south out of the uplands. Bad fighting country, but that was against them as well as us. Colgrim himself got away again, but there’s no chance now that he can pause and remuster any sort of force in the north. He rode east; that’s one of the reasons that Ban stayed behind, though he was good enough to let Bedwyr come south with me again.’ He stood still, obedient now to his servant’s hands as he was dressed, a fresh cloak flung over his shoulder and the pin made fast. ‘I’m glad,’ he finished, briefly.


  ‘That Bedwyr’s here? So I—’


  ‘No. That Colgrim escaped again.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘He’s a brave man.’


  ‘Nevertheless, you will have to kill him.’


  ‘I know that. Now …’ The servant stepped back, and the King stood ready. They had dressed him in dark grey, his cloak collared and lined with rich fur. Ulfin came from the bedchamber holding a carved casket lined with embroidery, where Uther’s royal circlet lay. The rubies caught the light, answering the flash from the jewels at Arthur’s shoulder and breast. But when Ulfin proffered the box he shook his head. ‘Not now, I think.’


  Ulfin shut the box, and went from the room, taking the other man with him. The door latched behind them. Arthur looked at me, in another echo of Ygraine’s own hesitation, ‘Am I to understand that she expects me now?’


  ‘Yes,’


  He fidgeted with the brooch at his shoulder, pricked his finger, and swore. Then, with a half smile at me: ‘There’s not much precedent for this sort of thing, is there? How does one meet the mother who gave one away at birth?’


  ‘How did you greet your father?’


  ‘That’s different, you know it is.’


  ‘Yes. Do you want me to present you?’


  ‘I was going to ask you to … Well, we’d better get on with it. Some situations don’t improve with keeping … Look, you are sure about the supper? Is’ eaten nothing since dawn.’


  ‘Certain. They were running for fresh meats when I left.’


  He took a breath, like a swimmer before a deep dive. ‘Then shall we go?’


  
    She was waiting beside her chair, standing in the light of the fire. Colour had run up into her cheeks, and the glow of the fire pulsed over her skin and made the white wimple rosy. She looked beautiful, with the shadows purged away, and youth lent back by the firelight and the brilliance of her eyes.

  


  Arthur paused on the threshold. I saw the blue flash of Ygraine’s sapphire cross as her breast rose and fell. Her lips parted, as if to speak, but she was silent. Arthur paced forward slowly, so dignified and stiff that he looked even younger than his years. I went with him, rehearsing in my mind the right words to say, but in the end there was no need to say anything. Ygraine the Queen, who had weathered worse moments in her time, took the occasion into her hands. She watched him for a moment, staring at him as if she would look right through his soul, then she curtsied to the ground, and said: ‘My lord.’


  He put a hand out quickly, then both hands, and raised her. He gave her the kiss of greeting, brief and formal, and held her hands for a little longer before he dropped them. He said: ‘Mother?’ trying it out. It was what he had always called Drusilla, Count Ector’s wife. Then, with relief: ‘Madam? I am sorry I could not be here in Amesbury to greet you, but there was still danger in the north. Merlin will have told you? But I came as quickly as I could.’


  ‘You made better speed than we could have hoped for. I trust you prospered? And that the danger from Colgrim’s force is over?’


  ‘For the moment. We have time, at least, to breathe … and to do what is to be done here in Amesbury. I am sorry for your grief and loss, Madam. I—’ He hesitated, then spoke with a simplicity that, I could see, comforted her and steadied him: ‘I can’t pretend to you that I grieve as perhaps I should. I hardly knew him as a father, but all my life I have known him as a king, and a strong one. His people will mourn him, and I, too, mourn him as one of them.’


  ‘You have it in your hands to guard them as he tried to guard them.’ A pause, while they measured one another again. She was a fraction the taller of the two. Perhaps the same thought touched her; she motioned him towards the chair where I had been sitting, and herself sank back against the embroidered cushions. A page came running with wine, and there was a general breathing and rustle of movement. The Queen began to speak of tomorrow’s ceremony; answering her, he relaxed, and soon they were talking more freely. But still behind the courtly exchanges could be felt all the turmoil of what lay between them unspoken, the air so charged, their minds so locked on one another, that they had forgotten my presence as completely as if I had been one of the servants waiting by the laden table. I glanced that way, then at the women and girls beside the Queen; all eyes were on Arthur, devouring him, the men with curiosity and some awe (the stories had reached them soon enough), the women with something added to the curiosity, and the two girls in a dazzled trance of excitement.


  The chamberlain was hovering in a doorway. He caught my eye and looked a question. I nodded. He crossed to the Queen’s side and murmured something. She assented with a kind of relief, and rose to her feet, the King with her. I noticed that the table was now laid for three, but when the chamberlain came to my elbow I shook my head. After supper their talk would be easier, and they could dismiss the servants. They would be better alone. So I took my leave, ignoring Arthur’s glance almost of entreaty, and made my way back to the tavern to see if my fellow-guests there had left any of the supper for me.


  
    Next day was bright and sunlit, with the clouds packed away low on the horizon, and a lark singing somewhere as if it were spring. Often a bright day at the end of September brings frost with it, and a searching wind—and nowhere can the winds search more keenly than on the stretches of the Great Plain. But the day of Uther’s burial was a day borrowed from spring; a warm wind and a bright sky, and the sun golden on the Dance of the Hanging Stones.

  


  The ceremonial by the grave was long, and the colossal shadows of the Dance moved round with the sun until the light blazed down full in the centre, and it was easier to look at the ground, at the grave itself, at the shadows of clouds massing and moving like armies across the distances, than at the Dance’s centre where the priests stood in their robes, and the nobles in mourning white, with jewels flashing against the eyes. A pavilion had been erected for the Queen. She stood in its shade, composed and pale among her ladies, showing no sign of fatigue or illness. Arthur, with me beside him, stood at the foot of the grave.


  At last it was done. The priests moved off, and after them the King and the royal party. As we crossed the grass towards the horses and litters, already behind us could be heard the soft thudding of earth on wood. Then from above came another sound to mask it. I looked up. High in the September sky could be seen a stream of birds, swift and black and small, gossiping and calling as they went southwards. The last flock of swallows, taking the summer with them.


  ‘Let us hope,’ said Arthur, softly, at my elbow, ‘that the Saxons are taking the hint. I could do with the winter’s length, both for the men and for myself, before the fighting starts again. Besides, there’s Caerleon. I wish I could go today.’


  But of course he had to stay, as had we all, as long as the Queen remained in Amesbury. She went straight back to the monastery after the ceremony, and did not appeal publicly again, but spent her time resting, or with her son He was with her as much as his affairs allowed, while her people prepared to make the journey to York as soon as she should feel able to travel.


  Arthur hid his impatience, and busied himself with the troops at exercise, or in long hours of talk with his friends and captains. Each day I could see him more and more absorbed in what he was doing, and what he faced. I myself saw little of him or of Ygraine; much of my time was spent out at the Giants’ Dance, directing the sinking of the king-stone once more into its bed above the royal grave.


  At last, eight days after Uther’s burial, the Queen’s party set off for the north. Arthur watched them decently out of sight along the road to Cunetio, then gave a great breath of relief, and pulled the fighting men out of Amesbury as neatly and quickly as pulling a stopper from a flask. It was the fifth day of October, and it was raining, and we were bound, as I knew to my cost, for the Severn estuary, and the ferry across to Caerleon, City of Legions.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 4


  Where the ferry crosses, the Severn estuary is wide, with big tides that come up fast over thick red mud. Boys watch the cattle night and day, for a whole herd can sink in the tidal mud and be lost. And when the spring and autumn tides meet the river’s flow a wave builds up like the wave I have seen in Pergamum after the earthquake. On the south side the estuary is bounded by cliffs; the north shore is marshy, but a bowshot from the tide-mark there is well-drained gravel, lifting gently to open woodland of oak and sweet chestnut.


  We pitched camp on the rising ground in the lee of the woods. While this was being done, Arthur, with Ynyr and Gwilim, the kings of Guent and Dyfed, went on a tour of exploration, then after supper he sat in his tent to receive the headmen from the settlements nearby. Numbers of the local folk crowded to see the new young King, even the fisherfolk who have no homes but the cliff caves and their frail-skinned coracles. He spoke with them all, accepting homage and complaint alike. After an hour or two of it, I asked leave with a look, got it, and went out into the air. It was a long time since I had smelled the hills of my own country, and besides, there was a place nearby that I had long wanted to visit.


  This was the once-famous shrine of Nodens, who is Nuatha of the Silver Hand, known in my country as Llud, or Bills, King of the Otherworld, whose gates are the hollow hills. He it was who had guarded the sword after I had raised it from its long grave below the floor of Mithras’ temple at Segontium. I had left it in his keeping in the lake cave that was known to be sacred to him, before carrying it finally up to the Green Chapel. To Llud, also, I had a debt to pay.


  His shrine by the Severn was far older than Mithras’ temple, or the chapel in the forest. Its origins had long been lost, even in song or story. It had been a hill fortress first, with maybe a stone or a spring dedicated to the god who cared for the spirits of dead men. Then iron was found, and all through Roman times the place was mined, and mined richly. It may have been the Romans who first called the place the Hill of the Dwarfs, after the small dark men of the west who worked there. The mine had long since been closed, but the name persisted, and so did the stories, of the Old Ones who were seen lurking in the oak woods, or who came thronging out of the earth’s depths on nights of storm and starlight to join the train of the dark king, as he rode from his hollow hill with his wild rout of ghosts and enchanted spirits.


  I reached the top of the hill behind the camp, and walked down between the scattered oaks towards the stream at the valley’s foot. There was a ripe autumn moon that showed me my way. The chestnut leaves, already loosened and drifting, fell here and there quietly to the grass, but the oaks still held their leaves, so that the air was full of rustling as the dry boughs stirred and whispered. The land, after the rain, smelled rich and soft; ploughing weather, nutting weather, the squirrel-time for winter’s coming.


  Below me on the shadowed slope something moved. There was a stirring of grasses, a pattering, then, like the sound of a hail-storm sweeping past, a herd of deer went by, as swiftly as swallows flying. They were very near. The moonlight struck the dappled coats and the ivory tips of the tines. So close they were that I even saw the liquid shine of their eyes. There were pied deer and white, ghosts of dapple and silver, scudding as lightly as their own shadows, and as swiftly as a sudden squall of wind. They fled by me, down to the valley foot, between the breasts of the rounded hills and up round a curve of oak trees, and were gone.


  They say that a white deer is a magical creature. I believe that this is true. I had seen two such in my life, each one the herald of a marvel. These, too, seen in the moonlight, scudding like clouds into the trees’ darkness, seemed things of magic. Perhaps, with the Old Ones, they haunted a hill that still held an open gate to the Otherworld.


  I crossed the stream, climbed the next hill, and made my way up towards the ruinous walls that crowned it. I picked my way through the debris of what looked like ancient outworks, then climbed the last steep rise of the path. There was a gate set in a high, creeper-covered wall. It was open. I went in.


  I found myself in the precinct, a wide courtyard stretching the full width of the flat hilltop. The moonlight, growing stronger every moment, showed a stretch of broken pavement furred with weeds. Two sides of the precinct were enclosed by high walls with broken tops; on the other two there had once been large buildings, of which some portions were still roofed. The place, in that light, was still impressive, roofs and pillars showing whole in the moonlight. Only an owl, flying silently from an upper window, showed that the place had long been deserted, and was crumbling back into the hill.


  There was another building set almost in the middle of the court. The gable of its high roof stood up sharply against the moon, but moonlight fell through empty windows. This, I knew, must be the shrine. The buildings that edged the courtyard were what remained of the guest-houses and dormitories where pilgrims and suppliants had lodged; there were cells, walled in, windowless and private, such as I had known at Pergamum, where people slept, hoping for healing dreams, or visions of divination.


  I went softly forward over the broken pavement. I knew what I would find; a shrine full of dust and cold air, like the abdicated temple of Mithras at Segontium. But it was possible, I told myself, as I trod up the steps and between the still massive doorposts of the central cella, that the old gods who had sprung, like the oak trees and the grass and the rivers themselves—it was possible that these beings made of the air and earth and water of our sweet land, were harder to dislodge than the visiting gods of Rome. Such a one, I had long believed, was mine. He might still be here, where the night air blew through the empty shrine, filling it with the sound of the trees.


  The moonlight, falling through the upper windows and the patches of broken roof, lit the place with a pure, fierce light. Some sapling, rooted high up in the masonry, swayed in the breeze, so that shadow and cold light moved and shifted over the dimness within. It was like being at the bottom of a well-shaft; the air, shadow and light, moved like water against the skin, as pure and as cold. The mosaic underfoot, rippled and uneven where the ground had shifted beneath it, glimmered like the floor of the sea, its strange sea-creatures swimming in the swaying light. From beyond the broken walls came the hiss, like foam breaking, of the rustling trees.


  I stood there, quite still and silent, for a long time. Long enough for the owl to sail back on hushed wings, drifting to her perch above the dormitory. Long enough for the small wind to drop again, and the water-shadows to fall still. Long enough for the moon to move behind the gable, and the dolphins under my feet to vanish in darkness.


  Nothing moved or spoke. No presence there. I told myself, with humility, that this meant nothing. I, once so powerful an enchanter and prophet, had been swept on a mighty tide to God’s very gates, and now was dropping back on the ebb to a barren shore. If there were voices here I would not hear them. I was as mortal as the spectral deer.


  I turned to leave the place. And smelled smoke.


  Not the smoke of sacrifice; ordinary wood-smoke, and with it the faint smells of cooking. It came from somewhere beyond the ruined guest-house of the precinct’s north side. I crossed the courtyard, went in through the remains of a massive archway, and, guided by the smell, and then by faint firelight, found my way to a small chamber, where a dog, waking, began to bark, and the two who had been sleeping by the fire got abruptly to their feet.


  It was a man and a boy, father and son by the look of them; poor people, to judge by their worn and shabby clothing, but with some look about them of men who are their own masters. In this I was wrong, as it happened.


  They moved with the speed of fear. The dog—it was old and stiff, with a grey muzzle and a white eye—did not attack, but stood its ground growling. The man was on his feet more quickly than the dog, with a long knife in his hand; it was honed and bright and looked like a sacrificial weapon. The boy, squaring up to the stranger with all the bravado of twelve or so, held a heavy billet of firewood.


  ‘Peace to you,’ I said, then repeated it in their own tongue. ‘I came to say a prayer, but no one answered, so when I smelled the fire I came across to see if the god still kept servants here.’


  The knife-point sank, but he gripped it still, and the old dog growled. ‘Who are you?’ demanded the man.


  ‘Only a stranger who is passing this place. I had often heard of Nodens’ famous shrine, and seized the time to visit it. Are you its guardian, sir?’


  ‘I am. Are you looking for a night’s lodging?’


  ‘That was not my intention. Why? Do you still offer it?’


  ‘Sometimes.’ He was wary. The boy, more trusting, or perhaps seeing that I was unarmed, turned away and placed the billet carefully on the fire. The dog, silent now, edged forward to touch my hand with its greyed muzzle. Its tail moved.


  ‘He’s a good dog, and very fierce,’ said the man, ‘but old, and deaf.’ His manner was no longer hostile. At the dog’s action the knife had vanished.


  ‘And wise,’ I said. I smoothed the upraised head. ‘He’s one who can see the wind.’


  The boy turned, wide-eyed. ‘See the wind?’ asked the man, staring.


  ‘Have you not heard that of a dog with a white eye? And, old and slow as he is, he can see that I come with no intent to hurt you. My name is Myrddin Emrys, and I live west of here, near Maridunum, in Dyfed. I have been travelling, and am on my way home.’ I gave him my Welsh name; like everyone else, he would have heard of Merlin the enchanter, and awe is a bad hearth-friend. ‘May I come in and share your fire for a while, and will you tell me about the shrine you guard?’


  They made way for me, and the boy pulled a stool out of a corner somewhere. Under my questions, at length, the man relaxed and began to talk. His name was Mog: it is not really a name, meaning, as it does, merely ‘a servant’, but there was a king once who did not disdain to call himself Mog Nuatha, and the man’s son was called, even more grandly, after an emperor. ‘Constant will be the servant after me,’ said Mog, and went on to talk with pride and longing of the great period of the shrine, when the pagan emperor rebuilt and re-equipped it only half a century before the last of the legions left Britain. From long before this time, he told me, a ‘Mog Nuatha’ had served the shrine with all his family. But now there were only himself and his son; his wife was from home, having gone down that morning to market, and to spend the night with her ailing sister in the village.


  ‘If there’s room left, with all that’s there now,’ the man grumbled. ‘You can see the river from the wall yonder, and when we saw the boats crossing I sent the boy to have a look. The army, he says it is, along with the young King—’ He broke off, peering through the firelight at my plain robe and cloak. ‘You’re no soldier, are you? Are you with them?’


  ‘Yes to the last; and no to the first. As you can see, I am no soldier, but I am with the King.’


  ‘What are you, then? A secretary?’


  ‘Of a sort.’


  He nodded. The boy, listening and absorbed, sat cross-legged beside the dog at my feet. His father asked. ‘What’s he like, this youngster that they say King Uther handed the sword to?’


  ‘He is young, but a man turned, and a good soldier. He can lead men, and he has enough sense to listen to his elders.’


  He nodded again. Not for these folk the tales and hopes of power and glory. They lived all their lives on this secluded hilltop, with this one direction to their days; what happened beyond the oak trees did not concern them. Since the start of time no one had stormed the holy place. He asked the only question that, to these two, mattered: ‘Is he a Christian, this young Arthur? Will he knock down the temple, in the name of this new-fangled god, or will he respect what’s gone before?’


  I answered him tranquilly, and as truly as I knew how: ‘He will be crowned by the Christian bishops, and bend his knees to his parents’ God. But he is a man of this land, and he knows the gods of this land, and the people who still serve those gods on the hills and by the springs and fording-places.’ My eye had caught, on a broad shelf opposite the fire, a crowd of objects, carefully arranged. I had seen similar things in Pergamum and other places of divine healing; they were offerings to the gods; models of parts of the human body, or carved statues of animals or fish, that carried some message of supplication or gratitude. ‘You will find,’ I told Mog, ‘that his armies will pass by without harm, and that if he ever comes here himself he will say a prayer to the god, and make an offering. As I did, and as I will.’


  ‘That’s good talking,’ said the boy suddenly, and showed a white-toothed grin.


  I smiled at him, and dropped two coins into the outstretched, palm. ‘For the shrine, and for its servants.’


  Mog grunted something, and the boy Constant slid to his feet and went to a cupboard in the corner. He came back with a leather bottle, and a chipped cup for me. Mog lifted his own cup up off the floor and the boy tipped the liquor in. ‘Your health,’ said Mog. I answered, and we drank. The stuff was mead, sweet and strong.


  Mog drank again, and drew his sleeve across his mouth. ‘You’ve been asking about times long past, and we’ve told you as best we may. Now do you, sir, tell us what’s been happening up there in the north. All we heard down here were stories of battles, and kings dying and being made. Is it true the Saxons have gone? Is it true that King Uther Pendragon kept this prince hidden all this time, and brought him out, sudden as a thunderclap, there in the battlefield, and he killed four hundred of the Saxon beasts with a magic sword that sang and drank blood?’


  So once more I told the story, while the boy quietly fed the fire, and the flames spat and leaped and shone on the carefully polished offerings ranged on the shelf. The dog slept again, its head on my foot, the fire hot on its rough coat. As I talked the bottle passed and the mead went down in it, and at last the fire dwindled and the logs fell to ash, and I finished my tale with Uther’s burial and Arthur’s plans to hold Caerleon in readiness for the spring campaigning.


  My host upended the bottle, and shook it. ‘It’s out. And a better night’s work it never did. Thank you, sir, for your news. We live our own ways up here, but you’ll know, being down in the press of affairs, that even things happening out yonder in Britain’ (he spoke of it as if of a foreign land, a hundred miles from his quiet refuge) ‘can have their echoes, in pain and trouble sometimes, in the small and lonely places. We’ll pray you’re right about the new King. You can tell him, if ever you get near enough to have speech with him, that as long as he’s loyal to the true land, he has two men here who are his servants, too.’


  ‘I shall tell him.’ I rose. ‘Thank you for the welcome, and the drink. I’m sorry I disturbed your sleep. I’ll go and leave you to it now.’


  ‘Go now? Why, it’s getting on for the dawning. They’ll have locked you out of your lodging, that’s for sure. Or were you in the camp down yonder? Then no sentry’ll let you through, without you’ve got the King’s own token. You’d best stay here. No’—as I started some sort of protest—‘there’s a room still kept, just as it was in the old days, when they came here from far and wide to have the dreams. The bed’s good, and the place is kept dry. You’d fare worse in many a tavern. Do us the favour, and stay.’


  I hesitated. The boy nodded at me, eyes bright, and the dog, which had risen when I rose, wagged its tail and gave a wide, whining yawn, stretching the stiff forepaws.


  ‘Yes. Stay,’ begged the boy.


  I could see that it would mean something to them if I complied. To stay would be to bring back some of the ancient sanctity of the place; a guest in the guest-house, so carefully swept and aired and kept for the guests who no longer came.


  ‘I shall be glad to,’ I said.


  Constant, beaming, thrust a torch into the ashes and held it till it kindled. ‘Then come this way.’


  As I followed him his father, settling himself once more in his blankets by the hearth, said the time-honoured words of the healing-place.


  ‘Sleep soundly, friend, and may the god send you a dream.’


  
    Whoever sent it, the dream came, and it was a true one.

  


  I dreamed of Morgause, whom I had driven from Uther’s court at Luguvallium, with an escort detailed to take her with safe ceremony across the high Pennines, and then south east to York, where her half-sister Morgan lay.


  The dream came fitfully, like those hilltop glimpses one gets through blowing cloud on a dark day. Which, in the dream, it was. I saw the party first on the evening of a wet and windy day, when fine rain blowing down-wind turned the gravel of the road into a slippery track of mud. They had paused on the bank of a river, swollen by rain. I did not recognise the place. The road led down into the river, in what should have been a shallow ford, but now showed as a racing tumble of white water which broke and foamed round an island that split the flood like a ship sailing. There was no house in sight, not even a cave. Beyond the ford the road twisted eastward among its sodden trees, and up through rolling foothills towards the high fells.


  With dusk falling fast, it seemed that the party would have to spend the night here, and wait for the river to go down. The officer in command of the party seemed to be explaining as much to Morgause; I could not hear what was said, but he looked angry, and his horse, tired though it was, kept on the fret. I guessed that the choice of route had not been his: the normal way from Luguvallium is by the high moorland road that leaves the west highway at Brocavum and crosses the mountains by Verterae. This last, kept fortified and in fine repair, would have offered the party a staging post, and would have been the obvious choice for a soldier. Instead, they must have taken the old hill road which branches south east from the five-way crossing near the camp on the River Lune. I had never been that way. It was not a road that had been kept in any kind of order. It led up the valley of the Dubglas and across the high moors, and thence through the mountains by the pass formed by the Tribuit and the Isara rivers. Men call this pass the Pennine Gap, and in past time the Romans kept it fortified and the roads open and patrolled. It is wild country—and still, among the remote summits and cliffs above the tree line, are caves where the Old Ones live. If this was indeed the road Morgause was taking, I could only wonder why.


  Cloud and mist; rain in long grey showers; the swollen river piling its white bow-waves against the driftwood and bending willows of the river island. Then darkness and a gap of time hid the scene from me.


  Next time I saw them they were halted, somewhere high in the pass, with tree-hung cliffs to the right of the road, and to the left a wide, falling prospect of forest, with a winding river at the foot of the valley, and hills beyond. They had halted by a milestone near the crest of the pass. Here a track branched off downhill to where, in a distant hollow of the valley, lights showed. Morgause was pointing towards these, and it seemed that there was an argument in progress.


  Still I could hear nothing, but the cause of the dispute was obvious. The officer had thrust forward to Morgause’s side, and was leaning forward in his saddle, arguing fiercely, pointing first at the milestone and then at the road ahead. A late gleam from the west showed, etched by shadow on the stone, the name OLICANA. I could not see the mileage, but what the officer said was clear; that it would be folly to forgo the known comforts that awaited them in Olicana, for the chance that the distant house (if such it was) could accommodate the party. His men, crowding near, were openly supporting him. Beside her, Morgause’s women watched her anxiously, one might have said beseechingly.


  After a while, with a resigned gesture, Morgause gave way. The escort reformed. The women closed up beside her, smiling. But before the party had gone ten paces one of the women called out sharply, and then Morgause herself, loosing the reins on her horse’s neck, put out a hand delicately into the air, as if groping for support, and swayed in her saddle. Someone cried out again. The women crowded to hold her. The officer, turning back, spurred his horse alongside hers and stretched an arm to support her drooping form. She collapsed against him, and lay inert.
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