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 The Crystal Cave catapults readers into the fifth century - with all the life, colour and readability of Mary Stewart’s modern fiction. Many historical novelists can present a past age as a splendid pageant or costume play, but only a born story-teller can get inside it and move there as freely as in her own. This is not a story to be read once, however eagerly, and then forgotten. Its imaginative truth will stand the test of time.
 
Who was Merlin? Was he the enchanter of fairy-tale, even of the comic strips, the magician in the black robe, the pointed hat and wand? Or was he the king and prophet of the old legends of Brittany and Wales? How did a man reputed to be the son of the Prince of Darkness, and condemned to death as a child of the Devil, become the guardian of Arthur and chief architect of the first united Britain?
 
This is the story, told by himself, of Merlin the enchanter and of the vision which led him towards the light in a fifth century Britain torn by divided loyalties both physical and spiritual. It is the story of a man impelled by forces of which he only gradually becomes aware. It begins in the chaos of post-Roman Britain and ends with the begetting of Arthur.
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                O Merlin in your crystal cave

              
            


            
              	
                Deep in the diamond of the day

              
            


            
              	
                Will there ever be a singer

              
            


            
              	
                Whose music will smooth away

              
            


            
              	
                The Furrow drawn by Adam’s finger

              
            


            
              	
                Across the meadow and the wave?

              
            


            
              	
                Or a runner who’ll outrun

              
            


            
              	
                Man’s long shadow driving on,

              
            


            
              	
                Burst through the gates of history,

              
            


            
              	
                And hang the apple on the tree?

              
            


            
              	
                Will your sorcery ever show

              
            


            
              	
                The sleeping bride shut in her bower,

              
            


            
              	
                The day wreathed in its mound of snow,

              
            


            
              	
                And Time locked in his tower?

              
            


            
              	
                
                  Edwin Muir

                

              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  



  Prologue


  THE PRINCE OF DARKNESS


  I AM an old man now, but then I was already past my prime when Arthur was crowned King. The years since then seem to me now more dim and faded than the
  earlier years, as if my life were a growing tree which burst to flower and leaf with him, and now has nothing more to do than yellow to the grave.


  This is true of all old men, that the recent past is misted, while distant scenes of memory are clear and brightly coloured. Even the scenes of my far childhood come back to me now sharp and
  high coloured and edged with brightness, like the pattern of a fruit tree against a white wall, or banners in sunlight against a sky of storm.


  The colours are brighter than they were, of that I am sure. The memories that come back to me here in the dark are seen with the new young eyes of childhood; they are so far gone from me, with
  their pain no longer present, that they unroll like pictures of something that happened, not to me, not to the bubble of bone that this memory used to inhabit, but to another Merlin as young and
  light and free of the air and spring winds as the bird she named me for.


  With the later memories it is different; they come back, some of them, hot and shadowed, things seen in the fire. For this is where I gather them. This is one of the few trivial tricks—I
  cannot call it power—left to me now that I am old and stripped at last down to man. I can see still . . . not clearly or with the call of trumpets as I once did, but in the child’s way
  of dreams and pictures in the fire. I can still make the flames burn up or die; it is one of the simplest of magics, the most easily learned, the last forgotten. What I cannot recall in dream I see
  in the flames, the red heart of the fire or the countless mirrors of the crystal cave.


  The first memory of all is dark and fireshot. It is not my own memory, but later you will understand how I know these things. You would call it, not memory so much as a dream of the past,
  something in the blood, something recalled from him, it may be, while he still bore me in his body. I believe that such things can be. So it seems to me right that I should start with him who was
  before me, and who will be again when I am gone.


  This is what happened that night. I saw it, and it is a true tale.


  
    *   *   *

  


  It was dark, and the place was cold, but he had lit a small fire of wood, which smoked sullenly but gave a little warmth. It had been raining all day, and from the branches near
  the mouth of the cave water still dripped, and a steady trickle overflowed the lip of the well, soaking the ground below. Several times, restless, he had left the cave, and now he walked out below
  the cliff to the grove where his horse stood tethered.


  With the coming of dusk the rain had stopped, but a mist had risen, creeping knee high through the trees so that they stood like ghosts, and the grazing horse floated like a swan. It was a grey,
  and more than ever ghostly because it grazed so quietly; he had torn up a scarf and wound fragments of cloth round a bit so that no jingle should betray him. The bit was gilded, and the torn strips
  were of silk, for he was a king’s son. If they had caught him, they would have killed him. He was just eighteen.


  He heard the hoofbeats coming softly up the valley. His head moved, and his breathing quickened. His sword flicked with light as he lifted it. The grey horse paused in its grazing and lifted its
  head clear of the mist. Its nostrils flickered, but no sound came. The man smiled. The hoofbeats came closer, and then, shoulder deep in mist, a brown pony trotted out of the dusk. Its rider, small
  and slight, was wrapped in a dark cloak, muffled from the night air. The pony pulled to a halt, threw up its head, and gave a long, pealing whinny. The rider, with an exclamation of dismay, slipped
  from its back and grabbed for the bridle to muffle the sound against her cloak. She was a girl, very young, who looked round her anxiously until she saw the young man, sword in hand, at the edge of
  the trees.


  “You sound like a troop of cavalry,” he said.


  “I was here before I knew it. Everything looks strange in the mist.”


  “No one saw you? You came safely?”


  “Safely enough. It’s been impossible the last two days. They were on the roads night and day.”


  “I guessed it.” He smiled. “Well, now you are here. Give me the bridle.” He led the pony in under the trees, and tied it up. Then he kissed her.


  After a while she pushed him away. “I ought not to stay. I brought the things, so even if I can’t come tomorrow—” She stopped. She had seen the saddle on his horse, the
  muffled bit, the packed saddlebag. Her hands moved sharply against his chest, and his own covered them and held her fast. “Ah,” she said, “I knew. I knew even in my sleep last
  night. You’re going.”


  “I must. Tonight.”


  She was silent for a minute. Then all she said was: “How long?”


  He did not pretend to misunderstand her.


  “We have an hour, two, no more.”


  She said flatly: “You will come back.” Then as he started to speak: “No. Not now, not any more. We have said it all, and now there is no more time. I only meant that you will
  be safe, and you will come back safely. I tell you, I know these things. I have the Sight. You will come back.”


  “It hardly needs the Sight to tell me that. I must come back. And then perhaps you will listen to me—”


  “No.” She stopped him again, almost angrily. “It doesn’t matter. What does it matter? We have only an hour, and we are wasting it. Let us go in.”


  He was already pulling out the jewelled pin that held her cloak together, as he put an arm round her and led her towards the cave.


  “Yes, let us go in.”


  



  Book I


  THE DOVE


  



  CHAPTER ONE


  THE day my uncle Camlach came home, I was just six years old.


  I remember him well as I first saw him, a tall young man, fiery like my grandfather, with the blue eyes and reddish hair that I thought so beautiful in my mother. He came to Maridunum near
  sunset of a September evening, with a small troop of men. Being only small, I was with the women in the long, old-fashioned room where they did the weaving. My mother was sitting at the loom; I
  remember the cloth; it was of scarlet, with a narrow pattern of green at the edge. I sat near her on the floor, playing knuckle-bones, right hand against left. The sun slanted through the windows,
  making oblong pools of bright gold on the cracked mosaics of the floor; bees droned in the herbs outside, and even the click and rattle of the loom sounded sleepy. The women were talking among
  themselves over their spindles, but softly, heads together, and Moravik, my nurse, was frankly asleep on her stool in one of the pools of sunlight.


  When the clatter, and then the shouts, came from the courtyard, the loom stopped abruptly, and with it the soft chatter from the women. Moravik came awake with a snort and a stare. My mother was
  sitting very straight, head lifted, listening. She had dropped her shuttle. I saw her eyes meet Moravik’s.


  I was halfway to the window when Moravik called to me sharply, and there was something in her voice that made me stop and go back to her without protest. She began to fuss with my clothing,
  pulling my tunic straight and smoothing my hair, so that I understood the visitor to be someone of importance. I felt excitement, and also surprise that apparently I was to be presented to him; I
  was used to being kept out of the way in those days. I stood patiently while Moravik dragged the comb through my hair, and over my head she and my mother exchanged some quick, breathless talk
  which, hardly heeding, I did not understand. I was listening to the tramp of horses in the yard and the shouting of men, words here and there coming clearly in a language neither Welsh nor Latin,
  but Celtic with some accent like the one of Less Britain, which I understood because my nurse, Moravik, was a Breton, and her language came to me as readily as my own.


  I heard my grandfather’s great laugh, and another voice replying. Then he must have swept the newcomer indoors with him, for the voices receded, leaving only the jingle and stamp of the
  horses being led to the stables.


  I broke from Moravik and ran to my mother.


  “Who is it?”


  “My brother Camlach, the King’s son.” She did not look at me, but pointed to the fallen shuttle. I picked it up and handed it to her. Slowly, and rather mechanically, she set
  the loom moving again.


  “Is the war over, then?”


  “The war has been over a long time. Your uncle has been with the High King in the south.”


  “And now he has to come home because my uncle Dyved died?” Dyved had been the heir, the King’s eldest son. He had died suddenly, and in great pain, of cramps in the stomach,
  and Elen his widow, who was childless, had gone back to her father. Naturally there had been the usual talk of poison, but nobody took it seriously; Dyved had been well liked, a tough fighter and a
  careful man, but generous where it suited. “They say he’ll have to marry. Will he, mother?” I was excited, important at knowing so much, thinking of the wedding feast. “Will
  he marry Keridwen, now that my uncle Dyved—”


  “What?” The shuttle stopped, and she swung round, startled. But what she saw in my face appeased her, for the anger went out of her voice, though she still frowned, and I
  heard Moravik clucking and fussing behind me. “Where in the world did you get that? You hear too much, whether you understand it or not. Forget such matters, and hold your tongue.” The
  shuttle moved again, slowly. “Listen to me, Merlin. When they come to see you, you will do well to keep quiet. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, mother.” I understood very well. I was well accustomed to keeping out of the King’s way. “But will they come to see me? Why me?”


  She said, with a thin bitterness that made her look all at once older, almost as old as Moravik: “Why do you think?”


  The loom clacked again, fiercely. She was feeding in the green thread, and I could see that she was making a mistake, but it looked pretty, so I said nothing, watching her and staying close,
  till at length the curtain at the doorway was pushed aside, and the two men came in.


  They seemed to fill the room, the red head and the grey within a foot of the beams. My grandfather wore blue, periwinkle colour with a gold border. Camlach was in black. Later I was to discover
  that he always wore black; he had jewels on his hands and at his shoulder, and beside his father he looked lightly built and young, but as sharp and whippy as a fox.


  My mother stood up. She was wearing a house-robe of dark brown, the colour of peat, and against it her hair shone like corn-silk. But neither of the two men glanced at her. You would have
  thought there was no one in the room but I, small as I was, by the loom.


  My grandfather jerked his head and said one word: “Out,” and the women hurried in a rustling, silent group, from the chamber. Moravik stood her ground, puffed up with bravery like a
  partridge, but the fierce blue eyes flicked to her for a second, and she went. A sniff as she passed them was all that she dared. The eyes came back to me.


  “Your sister’s bastard,” said the King. “There he is. Six years old this month, grown like a weed, and no more like any of us than a damned devil’s whelp would be.
  Look at him! Black hair, black eyes, and as scared of cold iron as a changeling from the hollow hills. You tell me the devil himself got that one, and I’ll believe you!”


  My uncle said only one word, straight to her: “Whose?”


  “You think we didn’t ask, you fool?” said my grandfather. “She was whipped till the women said she’d miscarry, but never a word from her. Better if she had,
  perhaps—some nonsense they were talking, old wives’ tales of devils coming in the dark to lie with young maids—and from the look of him they could be right.”


  Camlach, six foot and golden, looked down at me. His eyes were blue, clear as my mother’s, and his colour was high. The mud had dried yellow on his soft doeskin boots, and a smell of sweat
  and horses came from him. He had come to look at me before even taking the dirt of travel off. I remember how he stared down at me, while my mother stood silent, and my grandfather glowered under
  his brows, his breath coming harsh and rapid, as it always did when he had put himself in a passion.


  “Come here,” said my uncle.


  I took half a dozen steps forward. I did not dare go nearer. I stopped. From three paces away he seemed taller than ever. He towered over me to the ceiling beams.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Myrddin Emrys.”


  “Emrys? Child of light, belonging to the gods . . .? That hardly seems the name for a demon’s whelp.”


  The mildness of his tone encouraged me. “They call me Merlinus,” I ventured. “It’s a Roman name for a falcon, the corwalch.”


  My grandfather barked, “Falcon!” and made a sound of contempt, shooting his arm-rings till they jingled.


  “A small one,” I said defensively, then fell silent under my uncle’s thoughtful look. He stroked his chin, then looked at my mother with his brows up. “Strange choices,
  all of them, for a Christian household. A Roman demon, perhaps, Niniane?”


  She put up her chin. “Perhaps. How do I know? It was dark.”


  I thought a flash of amusement came and went in his face, but the King swept a hand down in a violent gesture. “You see? That’s all you’ll get—lies, tales of sorcery,
  insolence! Get back to your work, girl, and keep your bastard out of my sight! Now that your brother’s home, we’ll find a man who’ll take the pair of you from under my feet and
  his! Camlach, I hope you see the sense of getting yourself a wife now, and a son or two, since this is all I’m left with!”


  “Oh, I’m for it,” said Camlach easily. Their attention had lifted from me. They were going, and neither had touched me. I unclenched my hands and moved back softly, half a
  pace; another. “But you’ve got yourself a new queen meantime, sir, and they tell me she’s pregnant?”


  “No matter of that. You should be wed, and soon. I’m an old man, and these are troubled times. As for this boy—” I froze again—“forget him. Whoever sired him,
  if he hasn’t come forward in six years, he’ll not do so now. And if it had been Vortigern himself, the High King, he’d have made nothing of him. A sullen brat who skulks alone in
  corners. Doesn’t even play with the other boys—afraid to, likely. Afraid of his own shadow.”


  He turned away. Camlach’s eyes met my mother’s, over my head. Some message passed. Then he looked down at me again, and smiled.


  I still remember how the room seemed to light up, though the sun had gone now, and its warmth with it. Soon they would be bringing the rushlights.


  “Well,” said Camlach, “it’s but a fledgling falcon after all. Don’t be too hard on him, sir; you’ve frightened better men than he is, in your time.”


  “Yourself, you mean? Hah!”


  “I assure you.”


  The King, in the doorway, glared briefly at me under his jutting brows, then with a puff of impatient breath settled his mantle over his arm. “Well, well, let be. God’s sweet death,
  but I’m hungry. It’s well past supper-time—but I suppose you’ll want to go and soak yourself first, in your damned Roman fashion? I warn you, we’ve never had the
  furnaces on since you left . . .”


  He turned with a swirl of the blue cloak and went out, still talking. Behind me I heard my mother’s breath go out, and the rustle of her gown as she sat. My uncle put out a hand to me.


  “Come, Merlinus, and talk to me while I bathe in your cold Welsh water. We princes must get to know one another.”


  I stood rooted. I was conscious of my mother’s silence, and how still she sat.


  “Come,” said my uncle, gently, and smiled at me again.


  I ran to him.


  
    *   *   *

  


  I went through the hypocaust that night.


  This was my private way, my secret hiding-place where I could escape from the bigger boys and play my own solitary games. My grandfather had been right when he said I ‘skulked alone in
  corners’, but this was not for fear, though the sons of his nobles followed his lead—as children do—and made me their butt in their rough war-games whenever they could catch
  me.


  At the beginning, it is true, the tunnels of the disused heating system were a refuge, a secret place where I could hide and be alone; but I soon found a curiously strong pleasure in exploring
  the great system of dark, earth-smelling chambers under the palace floors.


  My grandfather’s palace had been in times past, a vast country-house belonging to some Roman notable who had owned and farmed the land for several miles each way along the river valley.
  The main part of the house still stood, though badly scarred by time and war, and by at least one disastrous fire which had destroyed one end of the main block and part of a wing. The old
  slaves’ quarters were still intact round the courtyard where the cooks and house-servants worked, and the bath-house remained, though patched and plastered, and with the roof rough-thatched
  over the worst bits. I never remember the furnace working; the water was heated over the courtyard fires.


  The entrance to my secret labyrinth was the stoke-hole in the boiler-house; this was a trap in the wall under the cracked and rusting boiler, barely the height of a grown man’s knee, and
  hidden by docks and nettles and a huge curved metal shard fallen from the boiler itself. Once inside, you could get under the rooms of the bath-house, but this had been out of use for so long that
  the space under the floors was too cluttered and foul even for me. I went the other way, under the main block of the palace. Here the old hot air system had been so well built and maintained that
  even now the knee-high space under the floors was dry and airy, and the plaster still clung to the brick pillars that held up the floors. In places, of course, a pillar had collapsed, or debris had
  fallen, but the traps which led from one room to another were solidly arched and safe, and I was free to crawl, unseen and unheard, even as far as the King’s own chamber.


  If they had ever discovered me I think I might have received a worse punishment than whipping: I must have listened, innocently enough, to dozens of secret councils, and certainly to some very
  private goings-on, but that side of it never occurred to me. And it was natural enough that nobody should give a thought to the dangers of eavesdropping; in the old days the flues had been cleaned
  by boy-slaves, and nobody much beyond the age of ten could ever have got through some of the workings; there were one or two places where even I was hard put to it to wriggle through. I was only
  once in danger of discovery: one afternoon when Moravik supposed I was playing with the boys and they in turn thought I was safe under her skirts, the red-haired Dinias, my chief tormentor, gave a
  younger boy such a shove from the roof-tree where they were playing that the latter fell and broke a leg, and set up such a howling that Moravik, running to the scene, discovered me absent and set
  the palace by the ears. I heard the noise, and emerged breathless and dirty from under the boiler, just as she started a hunt through the bath-house wing. I lied my way out of it, and got off with
  boxed ears and a scolding, but it was a warning; I never went into the hypocaust again by daylight, only at night before Moravik came to bed, or once or twice when I was wakeful and she was already
  abed and snoring. Most of the palace would be abed, too, but when there was a feast, or when my grandfather had guests, I would listen to the noise of voices and the singing; and sometimes I would
  creep as far as my mother’s chamber, to hear the sound of her voice as she talked with her women. But one night I heard her praying, aloud, as one does sometimes when alone, and in the prayer
  was my name, ‘Emrys’, and then her tears. After that I went another way, past the Queen’s rooms, where almost every evening Olwen, the young Queen, sang to her harp among her
  ladies, until the King’s tread came heavily down the corridor, and the music stopped.


  But it was for none of these things that I went. What mattered to me—I see it clearly now—was to be alone in the secret dark, where a man is his own master, except for death.


  Mostly I went to what I called my ‘cave’. This had been part of some main chimney-shaft, and the top of it had crumbled, so that one could see the sky. It had held magic for me since
  the day I had looked up at midday and had seen, faint but unmistakable, a star. Now, when I went in at night I would curl up on my bed of stolen stable-straw and watch the stars wheeling slowly
  across, and make my own bet with heaven, which was, if the moon should show over the shaft while I was there, the next day would bring me my heart’s desire.


  The moon was there that night. Full and shining, she stood clear in the centre of the shaft, her light pouring down on my upturned face so white and pure that it seemed I drank it in like water.
  I did not move till she had gone, and the little star that dogs her.


  On the way back I passed under a room that had been empty before, but which now held voices.


  Camlach’s room, of course. He and another man whose name I did not know, but who, from his accent, was one of those who had ridden in that day; I had found that they came from Cornwall. He
  had one of those thick, rumbling voices of which I caught only a word here and there as I crawled quickly through, worming my way between the pillars, concerned only not to be heard.


  I was right at the end wall, and feeling along it for the arched gap to the next chamber, when my shoulder struck a broken section of flue pipe, and a loose piece of fireclay fell with a
  rattle.


  The Cornishman’s voice stopped abruptly. “What’s that?”


  Then my uncle’s voice, so clear down the broken flue that you would have thought he spoke in my ear.


  “Nothing. A rat. It came from under the floor. I tell you, the place is falling to pieces.” There was the sound of a chair scraping back, and footsteps going across the room, away
  from me. His voice receded. I thought I heard the chink and gurgle of a drink being poured. I began slowly, slowly, to edge along the wall towards the trap.


  He was coming back.


  . . . “And even if she does refuse him, it will hardly matter. She won’t stay here—at any rate, no longer than my father can fight the bishop off and keep her by him. I tell
  you, with her mind set on what she calls a higher court, I’ve nothing to fear, even if he came himself.”


  “As long as you believe her.”


  “Oh, I believe her. I’ve been asking here and there, and everyone says the same.” He laughed. “Who knows, we may be thankful yet to have a voice at that heavenly court of
  hers before this game’s played out. And she’s devout enough to save the lot of us, they tell me, if she’ll only put her mind to it.”


  “You may need it yet,” said the Cornishman.


  “I may.”


  “And the boy?”


  “The boy?” repeated my uncle. He paused, then the soft footsteps resumed their pacing. I strained to hear. I had to hear. Why it should have mattered I hardly knew. It did not worry
  me overmuch to be called bastard, or coward, or devil’s whelp. But tonight there had been that full moon.


  He had turned. His voice carried clearly, careless, indulgent even.


  “Ah, yes, the boy. A clever child, at a guess, with more there than they give him credit for . . . and nice enough if one speaks him fair. I shall keep him close to me. Remember that,
  Alun; I like the boy . . .”


  He called a servant in then to replenish the wine jug, and under cover of this, I crept away.


  
    *   *   *

  


  That was the beginning of it. For days I followed him everywhere, and he tolerated, even encouraged me, and it never occurred to me that a man of twenty-one would not always
  welcome a puppy of six for ever trotting at his heels. Moravik scolded, when she could get hold of me, but my mother seemed pleased and relieved, and bade her let me be.


  



  CHAPTER TWO


  IT had been a hot summer, and there was peace that year, so for the first few days of his homecoming Camlach idled, resting, or riding out with his
  father or the men through the harvest fields and the valleys where the apples already dropped ripe from the trees.


  South Wales is a lovely country, with green hills and deep valleys, flat water-meadows yellow with flowers where cattle grow sleek, oak forests full of deer, and the high blue uplands where the
  cuckoo shouts in springtime, but where, come winter, the wolves run, and I have seen lightning even with the snow.


  Maridunum lies where the estuary opens to the sea, on the river which is marked Tobius on the military maps, but which the Welsh call Tywy. Here the valley is flat and wide, and the Tywy runs in
  a deep and placid meander through bog and water-meadow between the gentle hills. The town stands on the rising ground of the north bank, where the land is drained and dry; it is served inland by
  the military road from Caerleon, and from the south by a good stone bridge with three spans, from which a paved street leads straight uphill past the King’s house, and into the square. Apart
  from my grandfather’s house, and the barrack buildings of the Roman-built fortress where he quartered his soldiers and which he kept in good repair, the best building in Maridunum was the
  Christian nunnery near the palace on the river’s bank. A few holy women lived there, calling themselves the Community of St. Peter, though most of the townspeople called the place Tyr
  Myrddin,1 from the old shrine of the god which had stood time out of mind under an oak not far from St. Peter’s gate. Even when I was a child, I heard
  the town itself called Caer-Myrddin: it is not true (as they say now) that men call it after me. The fact is that I, like the town and the hill behind it with the sacred spring, was called after
  the god who is worshipped in high places. Since the events which I shall tell of, the name of the town has been publicly changed in my honour, but the god was there first, and if I have his hill
  now, it is because he shares it with me.


  My grandfather’s house was set among its orchards right beside the river. If you climbed—by way of a leaning apple-tree—to the top of the wall, you could sit high over the
  tow-path and watch the river-bridge for people riding in from the south, or for the ships that came up with the tide.


  Though I was not allowed to climb the trees for apples—being forced to content myself with the windfalls—Moravik never stopped me from climbing to the top of the wall. To have me
  posted there as sentry meant that she got wind of new arrivals sooner than anyone else in the place. There was a little raised terrace at the orchard’s end, with a curved brick wall at the
  back and a stone seat protected from the wind, and she would sit there by the hour, dozing over her spindle, while the sun beat into the corner so hotly that lizards would steal out to lie on the
  stones, and I called out my reports from the wall.


  One hot afternoon, about eight days after Camlach’s coming to Maridunum, I was at my post as usual. There was no coming and going on the bridge or the road up the valley, only a local
  grain-barge loading at the wharf, watched by a scatter of idlers, and an old man in a hooded cloak who loitered, picking up windfalls along under the wall.


  I looked over my shoulder towards Moravik’s corner. She was asleep, her spindle drooping on her knee, looking, with the white fluffy wool, like a burst bulrush. I threw down the bitten
  windfall I had been eating, and tilted my head to study the forbidden tree-top boughs where yellow globes hung clustered against the sky. There was one I thought I could reach. The fruit was round
  and glossy, ripening almost visibly in the hot sun. My mouth watered. I reached for a foothold and began to climb.


  I was two branches away from the fruit when a shout from the direction of the bridge, followed by the quick tramp of hoofs and the jingle of metal, brought me up short. Clinging like a monkey, I
  made sure of my feet, then reached with one hand to push the leaves aside, peering down towards the bridge. A troop of men was riding over it, towards the town. One man rode alone in front,
  bareheaded, on a big brown horse.


  Not Camlach, or my grandfather; and not one of the nobles, for the men wore colours I did not know. Then as they reached the nearer end of the bridge I saw that the leader was a stranger,
  black-haired and black-bearded, with a foreign-looking set to his clothes, and a flash of gold on his breast. His wristguards were golden, too, and a span deep. His troop, as I judged, was about
  fifty strong.


  King Gorlan of Lanascol. Where the name sprang from, clear beyond mistake, I had no idea. Something heard from my labyrinth, perhaps? A word spoken carelessly in a child’s hearing?
  A dream, even? The shields and spear-tips, catching the sun, flashed into my eyes. Gorlan of Lanascol. A king. Come to marry my mother and take me with him overseas. She would be a queen. And I . .
  .


  He was already setting his horse at the hill. I began to half-slither, half-scramble, down the tree.


  And if she refuses him? I recognized that voice; it was the Cornishman’s. And after him my uncle’s: Even if she does, it will hardly matter . . . I’ve nothing
  to fear, so even if he came himself . . .


  The troop was riding at ease across the bridge. The jingle of arms and the hammering of hoofs rang in the still sunlight.


  He had come himself. He was here.


  A foot above the wall-top I missed my footing and almost fell. Luckily my grip held, and I slithered safely to the coping in a shower of leaves and lichen just as my nurse’s voice called
  shrilly:


  “Merlin? Merlin? Save us, where’s the boy?”


  “Here—here, Moravik—just coming down.”


  I landed in the long grass. She had left her spindle and, kilting up her skirts, came running.


  “What’s the to-do on the river road? I heard horses, a whole troop by the noise—Saints alive, child, look at your clothes! If I didn’t mend that tunic only this week, and
  now look at it! A tear you could put a fist through, and dirt from head to foot like a beggar’s brat!”


  I dodged as she reached for me. “I fell. I’m sorry. I was climbing down to tell you. It’s a troop of horse—foreigners! Moravik, it’s King Gorlan from Lanascol! He
  has a red cloak and a black beard!”


  “Gorlan of Lanascol? Why, that’s barely twenty miles from where I was born! What’s he here for I wonder?”


  I stared. “Didn’t you know? He’s come to marry my mother.”


  “Nonsense.”


  “It’s true!”


  “Of course its not true! Do you think I wouldn’t know? You must not say these things, Merlin, it could mean trouble. Where did you get it?”


  “I don’t remember. Someone told me. My mother, I think.”


  “That’s not true and you know it.”


  “Then I must have heard something.”


  “Heard something, heard something. Young pigs have long ears, they say. Yours must be for ever to the ground, you hear so much! What are you smiling at?”


  “Nothing.”


  She set her hands on her hips. “You’ve been listening to things you shouldn’t. I’ve told you about this before. No wonder people say what they say.”


  I usually gave up and edged away from dangerous ground when I had given too much away, but excitement had made me reckless. “It’s true, you’ll find it’s true! Does it
  matter where I heard it? I really can’t remember now, but I know it’s true! Moravik—”


  “What?”


  “King Gorlan’s my father, my real one.”


  “What?” This time the syllable was edged like the tooth of a saw.


  “Didn’t you know? Not even you?”


  “No, I did not. And no more do you. And if you so much as breathe this to anyone—How do you know the name, even?” She took me by the shoulders and gave me a sharp little
  shake. “How do you even know this is King Gorlan? There’s been nothing said of his coming, even to me.”


  “I told you. I don’t remember what I heard, or where. I just heard his name somewhere, that’s all, and I know he’s coming to see the King about my mother. We’ll go
  to Less Britain, Moravik, and you can come with us. You’ll like that, won’t you? It’s your home. Perhaps we’ll be near—”


  Her grip tightened, and I stopped. With relief I saw one of the King’s body-servants hurrying up towards us through the apple-trees. He came up panting.


  “He’s to go before the King. The boy. In the great hall. And hurry.”


  “Who is it?” demanded Moravik.


  “The King said to hurry. I’ve been looking everywhere for the boy—”


  “Who is it!”


  “King Gorlan from Brittany.”


  She gave a little hiss, like a startled goose, and dropped her hands. “What’s his business with the boy?”


  “How do I know?” The man was breathless—it was a hot day and he was stout—and curt with Moravik, whose status as my nurse was only a little higher with the servants than
  my own. “All I know is, the Lady Niniane is sent for, and the boy, and there’ll be a beating for someone, by my reckoning, if he’s not there by the time the King’s looking
  round for him. He’s been in a rare taking since the outriders came in, that I can tell you.”


  “All right, all right. Get back and say we’ll be there in a few minutes.”


  The man hurried off. She whirled on me and grabbed at my arm. “All the sweet saints in heaven!” Moravik had the biggest collection of charms and talismans of anyone in Maridunum, and
  I had never known her pass a wayside shrine without paying her respects to whatever image inhabited it, but officially she was a Christian and, when in trouble, a devout one. “Sweet cherubim!
  And the child has to choose this afternoon to be in rags! Hurry, now, or there’ll be trouble for both of us.” She hustled me up the path towards the house, busily calling on her saints
  and exhorting me to hurry, determinedly refusing even to comment on the fact that I had been right about the newcomer. “Dear, dear St. Peter, why did I eat those eels for dinner and then
  sleep so sound? Today of all days! Here—” she pushed me in front of her into my room—“get out of those rags and into your good tunic, and we’ll know soon enough what
  the Lord has sent for you. Hurry, child!”


  The room I shared with Moravik was a small one, dark, and next to the servants’ quarters. It always smelt of cooking smells from the kitchen, but I liked this, as I liked the old lichened
  pear tree that hung close outside the window, where the birds swung singing in the summer mornings. My bed stood right under this window. The bed was nothing but plain planks set across wooden
  blocks, no carving, not even a head or foot board. I had heard Moravik grumble to the other servants when she thought I wasn’t listening, that it was hardly a fit place to house a
  king’s grandson, but to me she said merely that it was convenient for her to be near the other servants; and indeed I was comfortable enough, for she saw to it that I had a clean straw
  mattress, and a coverlet of wool every bit as good as those on my mother’s bed in the big room next to my grandfather. Moravik herself had a pallet on the floor near the door, and this was
  sometimes shared by the big wolfhound who fidgeted and scratched for fleas beside her feet, and sometimes by Cerdic, one of the grooms, a Saxon who had been taken in a raid long since, and had
  settled down to marry one of the local girls. She had died in childbed a year later, and the child with her, but he stayed on, apparently quite content. I once asked Moravik why she allowed the dog
  to sleep in the room, when she grumbled so much about the smell and the fleas; I forget what she answered, but I knew without being told that he was there to give warning if anyone came into the
  room during the night. Cerdic, of course, was the exception; the dog accepted him with no more fuss than the beating of his tail upon the floor, and vacated the bed for him. In a way, I suppose,
  Cerdic fulfilled the same function as the watchdog, and others besides. Moravik never mentioned him, and neither did I. A small child is supposed to sleep very soundly, but even then, young as I
  was, I would wake sometimes in the middle of the night, and lie quite still, watching the stars through the window beside me, caught like sparkling silver fish in the net of the pear tree’s
  boughs. What passed between Cerdic and Moravik meant no more to me than that he helped to guard my nights, as she my days.


  My clothes were kept in a wooden chest which stood against the wall. This was very old, with panels painted with scenes of gods and goddesses, and I think originally it had come from Rome
  itself. Now the paint was dirty and rubbed and flaking, but still on the lid you could see, like shadows, a scene taking place in what looked like a cave; there was a bull, and a man with a knife,
  and someone holding a sheaf of corn, and over in the corner some figure, rubbed almost away, with rays round his head like the sun, and a stick in his hand. The chest was lined with cedarwood and
  Moravik washed my clothes herself, and laid them away with sweet herbs from the garden.


  She threw the lid up now, so roughly that it banged against the wall, and pulled out the better of my two good tunics, the green one with the scarlet border. She shouted for water, and one of
  the maids brought it, running, and was scolded for spilling it on the floor.


  The fat servant came panting again to tell us that we should hurry, and got snapped at for his pains, but in a very short time I was hustled once more along the colonnade, and through the big
  arched doorway into the main part of the house.


  The hall where the King received visitors was a long, high room with a floor of black and white stone framing a mosaic of a god with a leopard. This had been badly scarred and broken by the
  dragging of heavy furniture and the constant passing of booted feet. One side of the room was open to the colonnade, and here in winter a fire was kindled on the bare floor, within a loose frame of
  stones. The floor and pillars near it were blackened with the smoke. At the far end of the room stood the dais with my grandfather’s big chair, and beside it the smaller one for his
  Queen.


  He was sitting there now, with Camlach standing on his right, and his wife, Olwen, seated at his left. She was his third wife, and younger than my mother, a dark silent rather stupid girl with a
  skin like new milk and braids down to her knees, who could sing like a bird, and do fine needlework, but very little else. My mother, I think, both liked and despised her. At any rate, against all
  expectations they got along tolerably well together, and I had heard Moravik say that life for my mother had been a great deal easier since the King’s second wife, Gwynneth, had died a year
  ago, and within the month Olwen had taken her place in the King’s bed. Even if Olwen had cuffed me and sneered at me as Gwynneth did I should have liked her for her music, but she was always
  kind to me in her vague, placid way, and when the King was out of the way had taught me my notes, and even let me use her harp till I could play after a fashion. I had a feeling for it, she said,
  but we both knew what the King would say to such folly, so her kindness was secret, even from my mother.


  She did not notice me now. Nobody did, except my cousin Dinias, who stood by Olwen’s chair on the dais. Dinias was a bastard of my grandfather’s by a slave-woman. He was a big boy of
  seven, with his father’s red hair and high temper; he was strong for his age and quite fearless, and had enjoyed the King’s favour since the day he had, at the age of five, stolen a
  ride on one of his father’s horses, a wild brown colt that had bolted with him through the town and only got rid of him when he rode it straight at a breast-high bank. His father had thrashed
  him with his own hands, and afterwards given him a dagger with a gilded hilt. Dinias claimed the title of Prince—at any rate among the rest of the children—from then on, and treated his
  fellow-bastard, myself, with the utmost contempt. He stared at me now as expressionless as a stone, but his left hand—the one away from his father—made a rude sign, and then chopped
  silently, expressively, downwards.


  I had paused in the doorway, and behind me my nurse’s hand twitched my tunic into place and then gave me a push between the shoulder-blades. “Go on now. Straighten your back. He
  won’t eat you.” As if to give the lie to this, I heard the click of charms and the start of a muttered prayer.


  The room was full of people. Many of them I knew, but there were strangers there who must be the party I had seen ride in. Their leader sat near the King’s right, surrounded by his own
  men. He was the big dark man I had seen on the bridge, full-bearded, with a fierce beak of a nose and thick limbs shrouded in a scarlet cloak. On the King’s other side, but standing below the
  dais, was my mother, with two of her women. I loved to see her as she was now, dressed like a princess, her long robe of creamy wool hanging straight to the floor as if carved of new wood. Her hair
  was unbraided, and fell down her back like rain. She had a blue mantle with a copper clasp. Her face was colourless, and very still.


  I was so busy with my own fears—the gesture from Dinias, the averted face and downcast eyes of my mother, the silence of the people, and the empty middle of the floor over which I must
  walk—that I had not even looked at my grandfather. I had taken a step forward, still unnoticed, when suddenly, with a crash like a horse kicking, he slammed both hands down on the wooden arms
  of his chair and thrust himself to his feet so violently that the heavy chair went back a pace, its feet scoring the oak planks of the platform.


  “By the light!” His face was mottled scarlet, and the reddish brows jutted in knots of flesh above his furious little blue eyes. He glared down at my mother, and drew a breath to
  speak that could be heard clear to the door where I had paused, afraid. Then the bearded man, who had risen with him, said something in some accent I didn’t catch, and at the same moment
  Camlach touched his arm, whispering. The King paused, then said thickly, “As you will. Later. Get them out of here.” Then clearly, to my mother: “This is not the end of it,
  Niniane, I promise you. Six years. It is enough, by God! Come, my lord.”


  He swept his cloak up over one arm, jerked his head to his son, and, stepping down from the dais, took the bearded man by the arm, and strode with him towards the door. After him, meek as milk,
  trailed his wife Olwen with her women, and after her Dinias, smiling. My mother never moved. The King went by her without a word or a look, and the crowd parted between him and the door like a
  stubble-field under the share.


  It left me standing alone, rooted and staring, three paces in from the door. As the King bore down on me I came to myself and turned to escape into the anteroom, but not quickly enough.


  He stopped abruptly, releasing Gorlan’s arm, and swung round on me. The blue cloak swirled, and a corner of the cloth caught my eye and brought the tears to it. I blinked up at him. Gorlan
  had paused beside him. He was younger than my uncle Dyved had been. He was angry, too, but hiding it, and the anger was not for me. He looked surprised when the King stopped, and said:
  “Who’s this?”


  “Her son, that your grace would have given a name to,” said my grandfather, and the gold flashed on his armlet as he swung his big hand up and knocked me flat to the floor as easily
  as a boy would flatten a fly. Then the blue cloak swept by me, and the King’s booted feet, and Gorlan’s after him with hardly a pause. Olwen said something in her pretty voice and
  stooped over me, but the King called to her, angrily, and her hand withdrew and she hurried after him with the rest.


  I picked myself up from the floor and looked round for Moravik, but she was not there. She had gone straight to my mother, and had not even seen. I began to push my way towards them through the
  hubbub of the hall, but before I could reach my mother the women, in a tight and silent group round her, left the hall by the other door. None of them looked back.


  Someone spoke to me, but I did not answer. I ran out through the colonnade, across the main court, and out again into the quiet sunlight of the orchard.


  
    *   *   *

  


  My uncle found me on Moravik’s terrace.


  I was lying on my belly on the hot flagstones, watching a lizard. Of all that day, this is my most vivid recollection; the lizard, flat on the hot stone within a foot of my face, its body still
  as green bronze but for the pulsing throat. It had small dark eyes, no brighter than slate, and the inside of its mouth was the colour of melons. It had a long, sharp tongue, which flicked out
  quick as a whip, and its feet made a tiny rustling noise on the stones as it ran across my finger and vanished down a crack in the flags.


  I turned my head. My uncle Camlach was coming down through the orchard.


  He mounted the three shallow steps to the terrace, soft-footed in his elegant laced sandals, and stood looking down. I looked away. The moss between the stones had tiny white flowers no bigger
  than the lizard’s eyes, each one perfect as a carved cup. To this day I remember the design on them, as well as if I had carved it myself.


  “Let me see,” he said.


  I didn’t move. He crossed to the stone bench and sat down facing me, knees apart, clasped hands between them.


  “Look at me, Merlin.”


  I obeyed him. He studied me in silence for a while.


  “I’m always being told that you will not play rough games, that you run away from Dinias, that you will never make a soldier or even a man. Yet when the King strikes you down with a
  blow which would have sent one of his deerhounds yelping to kennel, you make no sound and shed no tear.”


  I said nothing.


  “I think perhaps you are not quite what they deem you, Merlin.”


  Still nothing.


  “Do you know why Gorlan came today?”


  I thought it better to lie. “No.”


  “He came to ask for your mother’s hand. If she had consented you would have gone with him to Brittany.”


  I touched one of the moss-cups with a forefinger. It crumbled like a puff-ball and vanished. Experimentally, I touched another. Camlach said, more sharply than he usually spoke to me: “Are
  you listening?”


  “Yes. But if she’s refused him it will hardly matter.” I looked up. “Will it?”


  “You mean you don’t want to go? I would have thought . . .” He knitted the fair brows so like my grandfather’s. “You would be treated honourably, and be a
  prince.”


  “I am a prince now. As much a prince as I can ever be.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “If she has refused him,” I said, “he cannot be my father. I thought he was. I thought that was why he had come.”


  “What made you think so?”


  “I don’t know. It seemed—” I stopped. I could not explain to Camlach about the flash of light in which Gorlan’s name had come to me. “I just thought he must
  be.”


  “Only because you have been waiting for him all this time.” His voice was calm. “Such waiting is foolish, Merlin. It’s time you faced the truth. Your father is
  dead.”


  I put my hand down on the tuft of moss, crushing it. I watched the flesh of the fingers whiten with the pressure. “She told you that?”


  “No.” He lifted his shoulders. “But had he been still alive he would have been here long since. You must know that.”


  I was silent.


  “And if he is not dead,” pursued my uncle, watching me, “and still has never come, it can surely not be a matter for great grief on anyone’s part?”


  “No, except that however base he may be, it might have saved my mother something. And me.” As I moved my hand, the moss slowly unfurled again, as if growing. But the tiny flowers had
  gone.


  My uncle nodded. “She would have been wiser, perhaps, to have accepted Gorlan, or some other prince.”


  “What will happen to us?” I asked.


  “Your mother wants to go into St. Peter’s. And you—you are quick and clever, and I am told you can read a little. You could be a priest.”


  “No!”


  His brows came down again over the thin-bridged nose. “It’s a good enough life. You’re not warrior stock, that’s certain. Why not take a life that will suit you, and
  where you’d be safe?”


  “I don’t need to be a warrior to want to stay free! To be shut up in a place like St. Peter’s—that’s not the way—” I broke off. I had spoken hotly, but
  found the words failing me. I could not explain something I did not know myself. I looked up eagerly: “I’ll stay with you. If you cannot use me I—I’ll run away to serve some
  other prince. But I would rather stay with you.”


  “Well, it’s early yet to speak of things like that. You’re very young.” He got to his feet. “Does your face hurt you?”


  “No.”


  “You should have it seen to. Come with me now.”


  He put out a hand, and I went with him. He led me up through the orchard, then in through the arch that led to my grandfather’s private garden.


  I hung back against his hand. “I’m not allowed in there.”


  “Surely, with me? Your grandfather’s with his guests, he’ll not see you. Come along. I’ve got something better for you than your windfall apples. They’ve been
  gathering the apricots, and I saved the best aside out of the baskets as I came down.”


  He trod forward, with that graceful cat’s stride of his, through the bergamot and lavender, to where the apricot and peach trees stood crucified against the high wall in the sun. The place
  smelt drowsy with herbs and fruit, and the doves were crooning from the dove-house. At my feet a ripe apricot lay, velvet in the sun. I pushed it with my toe until it rolled over, and there in the
  back of it was the great rotten hole, with wasps crawling. A shadow fell over it. My uncle stood above me, with an apricot in each hand.


  “I told you I’d got something better than windfalls. Here.” He handed me one. “And if they beat you for stealing, they’ll have to beat me as well.” He
  grinned, and bit into the fruit he held.


  I stood still, with the big bright apricot cupped in the palm of my hand. The garden was very hot, and very still, and quiet except for the humming of insects. The fruit glowed like gold, and
  smelt of sunshine and sweet juice. Its skin felt like the fur of a golden bee. I could feel my mouth watering.


  “What is it?” asked my uncle. He sounded edgy and impatient. The juice of his apricot was running down his chin. “Don’t stand there staring at it, boy! Eat it!
  There’s nothing wrong with it, is there?”


  I looked up. The blue eyes, fierce as a fox, stared down into mine. I held it out to him. “I don’t want it. It’s black inside. Look, you can see right through.”


  He took his breath in sharply, as if to speak. The voices came from the other side of the wall; the gardeners, probably, bringing the empty fruit-baskets down ready for morning. My uncle,
  stooping, snatched the fruit from my hand and threw it from him, hard against the wall. It burst in a golden splash of flesh against the brick, and the juice ran down. A wasp disturbed from the
  tree, droned past between us. Camlach flapped at it with a queer, abrupt gesture, and said to me in a voice that was suddenly all venom:


  “Keep away from me after this, you devil’s brat. Do you hear me? Just keep away.”


  He dashed the back of his hand across his mouth, and went from me in long strides towards the house.


  I stood where I was, watching the juice of the apricot trickle down the hot wall. A wasp alighted on it, crawled stickily, then suddenly fell, buzzing on its back to the ground. Its body
  jack-knifed, the buzz rose to a whine as it struggled, then it lay still.


  I hardly saw it, because something had swelled in my throat till I thought I would choke, and the golden evening swam, brilliant, into tears. This was the first time in my life that I remember
  weeping.


  The gardeners were coming down past the roses, with baskets on their heads. I turned and ran out of the garden.


  



  CHAPTER THREE


  MY room was empty even of the wolfhound. I climbed on my bed and leaned my elbows on the windowsill, and stayed there a long while alone, while outside
  in the pear tree’s boughs the thrush sang, and from the courtyard beyond the shut door came the monotonous clink of the smith’s hammer and the creak of the windlass as the mule plodded
  round the well.


  Memory fails me here. I cannot remember how long it was before the clatter and the buzz of voices told me that the evening meal was being prepared. Nor can I remember how badly I was hurt, but
  when Cerdic, the groom, pushed the door open and I turned my head, he stopped dead and said: “Lord have mercy upon us. What have you been doing? Playing in the bull-shed?”


  “I fell down.”


  “Oh, aye, you fell down. I wonder why the floor’s always twice as hard for you as for anyone else? Who was it? That little sucking-boar Dinias?”


  When I did not answer he came across to the bed. He was a small man, with bowed legs and a seamed brown face and a thatch of light-coloured hair. Standing on my bed as I was, my eyes were almost
  on a level with his.


  “Tell you what,” he said. “When you’re a mite larger I’ll teach you a thing or two. You don’t have to be big to win a fight. I’ve a trick or two worth
  knowing, I can tell you. Got to have, when you’re wren-size. I tell you, I can tumble a fellow twice my weight—and a woman too, come to that.” He laughed, turned his head to spit,
  remembered where he was, and cleared his throat instead. “Not that you’ll need my tricks once you’re grown, a tall lad like you, nor with the girls neither. But you’d best
  look to that face of yours if you’re not to scare them silly. Looks as if it might make a scar.” He jerked his head at Moravik’s empty pallet. “Where is she?”


  “She went with my mother.”


  “Then you’d best come with me. I’ll fix it up.”


  So it was that the cut on my cheek-bone was dressed with horse-liniment, and I shared Cerdic’s supper in the stables, sitting on straw, while a brown mare nosed round me for fodder, and my
  own fat slug of a pony, at the full end of his rope, watched every mouthful we ate. Cerdic must have had methods of his own in the kitchens, too; the barm-cakes were fresh, there was half a
  chicken-leg each as well as the salt bacon, and the beer was full-flavoured and cool.


  When he came back with the food I knew from his look that he had heard it all. The whole palace must be buzzing. But he said nothing, just handing me the food and sitting down beside me on the
  straw.


  “They told you?” I asked.


  He nodded, chewing, then added through a mouthful of bread and meat: “He has a heavy hand.”


  “He was angry because she refused to wed Gorlan. He wants her wed because of me, but till now she has refused to wed any man. And now, since my uncle Dyved is dead, and Camlach is the only
  one left, they asked Gorlan from Less Britain. I think my uncle Camlach persuaded my grandfather to ask him, because he is afraid that if she marries a prince in Wales—”


  He interrupted at that, looking both startled and scared. “Whist ye now, child! How do you know all this? I’ll be bound your elders don’t tattle of these high matters in front
  of you? If it’s Moravik who talks when she shouldn’t—”


  “No. Not Moravik. But I know it’s true.”


  “How in the Thunderer’s name do you know any such thing? Slaves’ gossip?”


  I fed the last bite of my bread to the mare. “If you swear by heathen gods, Cerdic, it’s you who’ll be in trouble, with Moravik.”


  “Oh, aye. That kind of trouble’s easy enough to come by. Come on, who’s been talking to you?”


  “Nobody. I know, that’s all. I—I can’t explain how . . . And when she refused Gorlan my uncle Camlach was as angry as my grandfather. He’s afraid my father will
  come back and marry her, and drive him out. He doesn’t admit this to my grandfather, of course.”


  “Of course.” He was staring, even forgetting to chew, so that saliva dribbled from the corner of his open mouth. He swallowed hastily. “The gods know—God knows where you
  got all this, but it could be true. Well, go on.”


  The brown mare was pushing at me, snuffing sweet breath at my neck. I handed her away. “That’s all. Gorlan is angry, but they’ll give him something. And my mother will go in
  the end to St. Peter’s. You’ll see.”


  There was a short silence. Cerdic swallowed his meat and threw the bone out of he door, where a couple of the stableyard curs pounced on it and raced off in a snarling wrangle.


  “Merlin—”


  “Yes?”


  “You’d be wise if you said no more of this to anyone. Not to anyone. Do you understand?”


  I said nothing.


  “These are matters that a child doesn’t understand. High matters. Oh, some of it’s common talk, I grant you, but this about Prince Camlach—” He dropped a hand to my
  knee, and gripped and shook it. “I tell you, he’s dangerous, that one. Leave it be, and stay out of sight. I’ll tell no one, trust me for that. But you, you must say no more. Bad
  enough if you were rightwise a prince born, or even in the King’s favour like that red whelp Dinias, but for you . . .” He shook the knee again. “Do you heed me, Merlin? For your
  skin’s sake, keep silent and stay out of their way. And tell me who told you all this.”


  I thought of the dark cave in the hypocaust, and the sky remote at the top of the shaft. “No one told me. I swear it.” When he made a sound of impatience and worry I looked straight
  at him and told him as much of the truth as I dared. “I have heard things, I admit. And sometimes people talk over your head, not noticing you’re there, or not thinking you understand.
  But at other times—” I paused—“it’s as if something spoke to me, as if I saw things . . . And sometimes the stars tell me . . . and there is music, and voices in the
  dark. Like dreams.”


  His hand went up in a gesture of protection. I thought he was crossing himself, then saw the sign against the evil eye. He looked shamefaced at that, and dropped the hand. “Dreams,
  that’s what it is; you’re right. You’ve been asleep in some corner, likely, and they’ve talked across you when they shouldn’t, and you’ve heard things you
  shouldn’t. I was forgetting you’re nothing but a child. When you look with those eyes—” He broke off, and shrugged. “But you’ll promise me you’ll say no
  more of what you’ve heard?”


  “All right, Cerdic. I promise you. If you’ll promise to tell me something in return.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Who my father was.”


  He choked over his beer, then with deliberation wiped the foam away, set down the horn, and regarded me with exasperation. “Now how in middle-earth do you think I know that?”


  “I thought Moravik might have told you.”


  “Does she know?” He sounded so surprised that I knew he was telling the truth.


  “When I asked her she just said there were some things it was better not to talk about.”


  “She’s right at that. But if you ask me, that’s her way of saying she’s no wiser than the next one. And if you do ask me, young Merlin, though you don’t,
  that’s another thing you’d best keep clear of. If your lady mother wanted you to know, she’d tell you. You’ll find out soon enough, I doubt.”


  I saw that he was making the sign again, though this time he hid the hand. I opened my mouth to ask if he believed the stories, but he picked up the drinking horn, and got to his feet.


  “I’ve had your promise. Remember?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve watched you. You go your own way, and sometimes I think you’re nearer to the wild things than to men. You know she called you for the falcon?”


  I nodded.


  “Well, here’s something for you to think about. You’d best be forgetting falcons for the time being. There’s plenty of them around, too many, if truth be told. Have you
  watched the ring-doves, Merlin?”


  “The ones that drink from the fountain with the white doves, then fly away free? Of course I have. I feed them in winter, along with the doves.”


  “They used to say in my country, the ring-dove has many enemies, because her flesh is sweet and her eggs are good to eat. But she lives and she prospers, because she runs away. The Lady
  Niniane may have called you her little falcon, but you’re not a falcon yet, young Merlin. You’re only a dove. Remember that. Live by keeping quiet, and by running away. Mark my
  words.” He nodded at me, and put a hand down to pull me to my feet. “Does the cut still hurt?”


  “It stings.”


  “Then it’s on the mend. The bruise is nought to worry you, it’ll go soon enough.”


  It did, indeed, heal cleanly and left no mark. But I remember how it stung that night and kept me awake, so that Cerdic and Moravik kept silent in the other corner of the room, for fear, I
  suppose, that it had been from some of their mutterings that I had pieced together my information.


  After they slept I crept out, stepped past the grinning wolfhound, and ran along to the hypocaust.


  But tonight I heard nothing to remember, except Olwen’s voice, mellow as an ousel’s, singing some song I had not heard before, about a wild goose, and a hunter with a golden net.


  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  AFTER this, life settled back into its peaceful rut, and I think that my grandfather must eventually have accepted my mother’s refusal to marry.
  Things were strained between them for a week or so, but with Camlach home, and settling down as if he had never left the place—and with a good hunting season coming up—the King forgot
  his rancour, and things went back to normal.


  Except possibly for me. After the incident in the orchard, Camlach no longer went out of his way to favour me, nor I to follow him. But he was not unkind to me, and once or twice defended me in
  some petty rough and tumble with the other boys, even taking my part against Dinias, who had supplanted me in his favour.


  But I no longer needed that kind of protection. That September day had taught me other lessons besides Cerdic’s of the ring-dove. I dealt with Dinias myself. One night, creeping beneath
  his bedchamber on the way to my ‘cave’, I chanced to hear him and his pack-follower Brys laughing over a foray of that afternoon when the pair of them had followed Camlach’s
  friend Alun to his tryst with one of the servant-girls, and had stayed hidden, watching and listening to the sweet end. When Dinias waylaid me next morning I stood my ground and—quoting a
  sentence or so—asked if he had seen Alun yet that day. He stared, went red and then white (for Alun had a hard hand and a temper to match it) and then sidled away, making the sign behind his
  back. If he liked to think it was magic rather than simple blackmail, I let him. After that, if the High King himself had ridden in claiming parentage for me, none of the children would have
  believed him. They left me alone.


  Which was just as well, for during that winter part of the floor of the bath-house fell in, my grandfather judged the whole thing dangerous, and had it filled in and poison laid for the rats. So
  like a cub smoked from its earth, I had to fend for myself above ground.


  About six months after Gorlan’s visit, as we were coming through a cold February into the first budding days of March, Camlach began to insist, first to my mother and then to my
  grandfather, that I should be taught to read and write. My mother, I think, was grateful for this evidence of his interest in me; I myself was pleased and took good care to show it, though after
  the incident in the orchard I could have no illusions about his motives. But it did no harm to let Camlach think that my feelings about the priesthood had undergone a change. My mother’s
  declaration that she would never marry, coupled with her increased withdrawal among her women and her frequent visits to St. Peter’s to talk with the Abbess and such priests as visited the
  community, removed his worst fears—either that she would marry a Welsh prince who could hope to take over the kingdom in her right, or that my unknown father would come to claim her and
  legitimate me, and prove to be a man of rank and power who might supplant him forcibly. It did not matter to Camlach that in either event I was not much of a danger to him, and less than ever now,
  for he had taken a wife before Christmas, and already at the beginning of March, it seemed that she was pregnant. Even Olwen’s increasingly obvious pregnancy was no threat to him, for Camlach
  stood high in his father’s favour, and it was not likely that a brother so much younger would ever present a serious danger. There could be no question; Camlach had a good fighting record,
  knew how to make men like him, and had ruthlessness and commonsense. The ruthlessness showed in what he had tried to do to me in the orchard; the commonsense showed in his indifferent kindness once
  my mother’s decision removed the threat to him. But I have noticed this about ambitious men, or men in power, that they fear even the slightest and least likely threat to it. He would never
  rest until he saw me priested and safely out of the palace.


  Whatever his motives, I was pleased when my tutor came; he was a Greek who had been a scribe in Massilia until he drank himself into debt and ensuing slavery; now he was assigned to me, and
  because he was grateful for the change in status and the relief from manual work, taught me well and without the religious bias which had constricted the teaching I had picked up from my
  mother’s priests. Demetrius was a pleasant, ineffectually clever man who had a genius for languages, and whose only recreations were dice and (when he won) drink. Occasionally, when he had
  won enough, I would find him happily and incapably asleep over his books. I never told anyone of these occasions, and indeed was glad of the chance to go about my own affairs; he was grateful for
  my silence, and in his turn, when I once or twice played truant, held his tongue and made no attempt to find out where I had been. I was quick to catch up with my studies and showed more than
  enough progress to satisfy my mother and Camlach, so Demetrius and I respected one another’s secrets and got along tolerably well.


  One day in August, almost a year after the coming of Gorlan to my grandfather’s court, I left Demetrius placidly sleeping it off, and rode up alone into the hills behind the town.


  I had been this way several times before. It was quicker to go up past the barrack walls and then out by the military road which led eastwards through the hills to Caerleon, but this meant
  riding through the town, and possibly being seen, and questions asked. The way I took was along the river-bank. There was a gateway, not much used, leading straight out from our stableyard to the
  broad flat path where the horses went that towed the barges, and this followed the river for quite a long way, past St. Peter’s and then along the placid curves of the Tywy to the mill, which
  was as far as the barges went. I had never been beyond this point, but there was a pathway leading up past the mill-house and over the road, and then by the valley of the tributary stream that
  helped to serve the mill.


  It was a hot, drowsy day, full of the smell of bracken. Blue dragonflies darted and glimmered over the river, and the meadowsweet was thick as curds under the humming clouds of flies.


  My pony’s neat hoofs tapped along the baked clay of the towpath. We met a big dapple grey bringing an empty barge down from the mill with the tide, taking it easy. The boy perched on its
  withers called a greeting, and the barge-man lifted a hand.


  When I reached the mill there was no one in sight. Grain-sacks, newly unloaded, were piled on the narrow wharf. By them the miller’s dog lay sprawled in the hot sun, hardly troubling to
  open an eye as I drew rein in the shade of the buildings. Above me, the long straight stretch of the military road was empty. The stream tumbled through a culvert beneath it, and I saw a trout leap
  and flash in the foam.


  It would be hours before I could be missed. I put the pony at the bank up to the road, won the brief battle when it tried to turn for home, then kicked it to a canter along the path which led
  upstream into the hills.


  The path twisted and turned at first, climbing the steep stream-side, then led out of the thorns and thin oaks that filled the gully, and went north in a smooth level curve along the open
  slope.


  Here the townsfolk graze their sheep and cattle, so the grass is smooth and shorn. I passed one shepherd boy, drowsy under a hawthorn bush, with his sheep at hand; he was simple, and only stared
  vacantly at me as I trotted past, fingering the pile of stones with which he herded his sheep. As we passed him he picked up one of them, a smooth green pebble, and I wondered if he was going to
  throw it at me, but he lobbed it instead to turn some fat grazing lambs which were straying too far, then went back to his slumbers. There were black cattle further afield, down nearer the river
  where the grass was longer, but I could not see the herdsman. Away at the foot of the hill, tiny beside a tiny hut, I saw a girl with a flock of geese.


  Presently the path began to climb again, and my pony slowed to a walk, picking his way through scattered trees. Hazel-nuts were thick in the coppices, mountain ash and brier grew from tumbles of
  mossed rock, and the bracken was breast high. Rabbits ran everywhere, scuttering through the fern, and a pair of jays scolded a fox from the safety of a swinging hornbeam. The ground was too hard,
  I supposed, to bear tracks well, but I could see no sign, either of crushed bracken or broken twigs, that any other horseman had recently been this way.


  The sun was high. A little breeze swept through the hawthorns, rattling the green, hard fruit. I urged the pony on. Now among the oaks and hollies were pine trees, their stems reddish in the
  sunlight. The ground grew rougher as the path climbed, with bare grey stone outcropping through the thin turf, and a honeycombing of rabbit burrows. I did not know where the path led, I knew
  nothing but that I was alone, and free. There was nothing to tell me what sort of day this was, or what way-star was leading me up into the hill. This was in the days before the future became clear
  to me.



  The pony hesitated, and I came to myself. There was a fork in the track, with nothing to indicate which would be the best way to go. To left, to right, it led away round the two sides of a
  thicket.






  The pony turned decisively to the left, this being downhill. I would have let him go, but at that moment a bird flew low across the path in front of me, left to right, and vanished beyond the
  trees. Sharp wings, a flash of rust and slate-blue, the fierce dark eye and curved beak of a merlin. For no reason, except that this was better than no reason, I turned the pony’s head after
  it, and dug my heels in.


  The path climbed in a shallow curve, leaving the wood on the left. This was a stand mainly of pines, thickly clustered and dark, and so heavily grown that you could only have hacked your way in
  through the dead stuff with an axe. I heard the clap of wings as a ring-dove fled from shelter, dropping invisibly out of the far side of the trees. It had gone to the left. This time I followed
  the falcon.


  We were now well out of sight of the river valley and the town. The pony picked its way along one side of a shallow valley, at the foot of which ran a narrow, tumbling stream. On the far side of
  the stream the long slopes of turf went bare up to the scree, and above this were the rocks, blue and grey in the sunlight. The slope where I rode was scattered with hawthorn brakes throwing pools
  of slanted shadow, and above them again, scree, and cliff hung with ivy where choughs wheeled and called in the bright air. Apart from their busy sound, the valley held the most complete and
  echo-less stillness.


  The pony’s hoofs sounded loud on the baked earth. It was hot, and I was thirsty. Now the track ran along under a low cliff, perhaps twenty feet high, and at its foot a grove of hawthorns
  cast a pool of shade across the path. Somewhere, close above me, I could hear the trickle of water.


  I stopped the pony and slid off. I led him into the shade of the grove and made him fast, then looked about me for the source of the water.


  The rock by the path was dry, and below the path was no sign of any water running down to swell the stream at the foot of the valley. But the sound of running water was steady and unmistakable.
  I left the path and scrambled up the grass at the side of the rock, to find myself on a small flat patch of turf, a little dry lawn scattered with rabbits’ droppings, and at the back of it
  another face of cliff.


  In the face of the rock was a cave. The rounded opening was smallish and very regular, almost like a made arch. To one side of this, the right as I stood looking, was a slope of grass-grown
  stones long ago fallen from above, and overgrown with oak and rowan, whose branches overhung the cave with shadow. To the other side, and only a few feet from the archway, was the spring.


  I approached it. It was very small, a little shining movement of water oozing out of a crack in the face of the rock, and falling with a steady trickle into a round basin of stone. There was no
  outflow. Presumably the water sprang from the rock, gathered in the basin, and drained away through another crack, eventually to join the stream below. Through the clear water I could see every
  pebble, every grain of sand at the bottom of the basin. Hart’s-tongue fern grew above it, and there was moss at the lip, and below it green, moist grass.


  I knelt on the grass, and had put my mouth to the water, when I saw that there was a cup. This stood in a tiny niche among the ferns. It was a handspan high, and made of brown horn. As I lifted
  it down I saw above it, half hidden by the ferns, the small, carved figure of a wooden god. I recognised him. I had seen him under the oak at Tyr Myrddin. Here he was in his own hill-top place,
  under the open sky.


  I filled the cup and drank, pouring a few drops on the ground for the god.


  Then I went into the cave.


  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  THIS was bigger than had appeared from outside. Only a couple of paces inside the archway—and my paces were very short—the cave opened out
  into a seemingly vast chamber whose top was lost in shadow. It was dark, but—though at first I neither noticed this nor looked for its cause—with some source of extra light that gave a
  vague illumination, showing the floor smooth and clear of obstacles. I made my way slowly forward, straining my eyes, with deep inside me the beginning of that surge of excitement that caves have
  always started in me. Some men experience this with water; some, I know, on high places; some create fire for the same pleasure: with me it has always been the depths of the forest, or the depths
  of the earth. Now, I know why; but then, I only knew that I was a boy who had found somewhere new, something he could perhaps make his own in a world where he owned nothing.


  Next moment I stopped short, brought up by a shock which spilled the excitement through my bowels like water. Something had moved in the murk, just to my right.


  I froze still, straining my eyes to see. There was no movement.


  I held my breath, listening. There was no sound. I flared my nostrils, testing the air cautiously round me. There was no smelly animal or human; the cave smelt, I thought, of smoke and damp rock
  and the earth itself, and of a queer musty smell I couldn’t identify. I knew, without putting it into words, that had there been any other creature near me the air would have felt different,
  less empty. There was no one there.


  I tried a word, softly, in Welsh. “Greetings.” The whisper came straight back at me in an echo so quick that I knew I was very near the wall of the cave, then it lost itself,
  hissing, in the roof.


  There was movement there—at first, I thought, only an intensifying of the echoed whisper, then the rustling grew and grew like the rustling of a woman’s dress, or a curtain stirring
  in the draught. Something went past my cheek, with a shrill, bloodless cry just on the edge of sound. Another followed, and after them flake after flake of shrill shadow, pouring down from the roof
  like leaves down a stream of wind, or fish down a fall. It was the bats, disturbed from their lodging in the top of the cave, streaming out now into the daylight valley. They would be pouring out
  of the low archway like a plume of smoke.
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